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1  Introduction  
  
“As  I  have  emphasized  in  earlier  work,  the  existence  of  political  equality  is  a  fundamental  premise  of  democracy.  
Yet   its  meaning   and   its   relation   to   democracy,   and   to   the   distribution   of   resources   that   a   citizen   can   use   to  
influence  public  decisions,  are  not,  I  think,  well  understood.”  
Dahl  (2006,  page  ix)  
  
Democracy   and   political   equality   are   values   that   inspire   people   in  many   parts   of   the   non-­‐western  
world.   The   appeal   of   political   freedom   is   said   to   be   an   important   driver   of   revolutions   across   the  
globe,   as  we   have   seen   in  Ukraine   and   the   Arab  world   in   recent   years.   However,   the   prospects   of  
democratic  values  and  equality  as  an  ideal  in  the  western  world  may  no  longer  reflect  reality,  as  rising  
social  inequality  in  many  western  countries  may  threaten  the  proper  functioning  of  these  institutions.  
An   important   question   in   political   theory   therefore   is   the   extent   to   which   the   average   citizen   can  
influence  politics  in  the  twenty-­‐first  century.    
  
In  2004,  the  American  Political  Science  Association  created  a  Task  Force  on  Inequality  and  American  
Democracy   in   order   to   study   the   effect   of   these   developments   on   the   democratic   system   of   the  
United  States.  The  final  report  of  the  task  force  starts  with  the  observation  that:  
  
“Citizens   with   lower   or   moderate   incomes   speak   with   a   whisper   that   is   lost   on   the   ears   of   inattentive  
government  officials,  while   the  advantaged   roar  with  a   clarity  and  consistency   that  policymakers   readily  hear  
and  routinely  follow.”  
Task  Force  on  Inequality  and  American  Democracy  (2005,  page  1)  
  
The  task  force  concludes  their  report  with  the  notion  that  there  are  indeed  disturbing  political  trends  
and  side  effects  that  are  the  result  of  increasing  economic  inequality.1    
  
I   will   apply   the   theory   of   Robert   Dahl   to   investigate   this   relationship.   Robert   Dahl   spent   his   entire  
academic   career,   and   indeed   beyond   his   retirement,   attempting   to   develop   theories   and   conduct  
empirical   research   on   democracies.   His  main   claim   is   that   these   democratic   institutions,   in   theory,  
provide  the  average  citizen  with  a  reasonable  degree  of  influence  over  the  political  domain.  Citizens  
are  said  to  have  influence  over  policy-­‐making,  as  they  have  a  variety  of  resources  available  to  vote  for  
and  oust   their   leaders  and   legislators.   In   this   thesis,   I  will   look  at   the  effect  of   social   and  economic  
inequality   on   the   accessibility   of   these   political   resources   in   democratic   societies.   It   may   be   that  
(relatively)   equal   political   participation   in   today’s   democratic   system   requires   a   certain   degree   of  
political  resources  that  are  increasingly  inaccessible  for  the  poor.  
  
First,   I   will   attempt   to   show   that   political   equality   provides   democracy   with   legitimacy   through   a  
defence   of   the   intrinsic   approach   towards   democracy.   I   will   do   so   using   the   work   of   Thomas  
Christiano.  He  argues  that  political  equality  is  one  of  the  basic  principles  of  justice.  Therefore,  in  a  just  
society,  each   individual  should  have  an  equal  weight   in   the  collective  decision-­‐making  procedures.   I  
will   then   move   on   to   discuss   some   limitations   to   democratic   institutions,   as   well   as   two   main  
requirements   for  democracies   to   function  properly   in   reality.  This  defense  of   the   intrinsic  approach  
                                                                                                                          
1  Task  Force  on  Inequality  and  American  Democracy  (2004).  American  Democracy  in  an  Age  of  Rising  Inequality.  American  
Political  Science  Association.  Pages  18-­‐19.    
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towards  democracy  allows  me  to  move  on  with  my  thesis,  as  without  the  intrinsic  worth  of  political  
equality  I  would  have  nothing  to  argue  for.  
  
In  the  third  chapter,  I  will  move  on  to  the  scholarly  work  of  Robert  Dahl.  The  books  Dahl  wrote  in  the  
1950s  and  1960s  are  a  defense  of  pluralism  that  I  will  call  classic  pluralism.  Dahl  acknowledged  that  in  
the  real  world,  no  state  would  ever  achieve  the  pure  form  of  democracy.  He  therefore  settled  for  a  
close   approximation   of   this   pure   form   of   democracy,   which   he   dubbed   polyarchy.   In  A   Preface   to  
Democratic   Theory,   he   developed   his   theoretical   ideas   regarding   polyarchy.   He   then  moved   on   to  
conduct  an  empirical  analysis  on  the  political  structure  of  an  average  American  city;  New  Haven,  CT,  
in  his  1961  Who  Governs?.  Here,  he  found  that  the  political  resources  that  one  requires  to  do  so  are  
widely   spread.   Here,   Dahl   argued   that   seen   from   an   aggregated   angle,   every   citizen   in   society   has  
access   to   at   least   some  political   resources.   Even   in   the   case   of  money   and  wealth,   he   argued,   this  
political  resource  does  not  triumph  all  others  in  its  usefulness  in  the  political  arena.    
  
The   success  of  both  books  naturally   led   to   a   large  number  of   reviews  and   critiques.   There  are   two  
main  lines  of  criticism  that  I  deem  important  for  my  argument;  multiple-­‐elites  theory  and  the  logic  of  
collective  action  problem.  Both  are  relevant  for  the  final  part  of  this  chapter,  where  I  want  to  focus  on  
the  special  position  of  business  (interests)  in  politics.  Dahl  argued  that  it  has  a  special  position,  as  it  is  
more  powerful  than  any  other  interest  group.  While  he  is  a  big  supporter  of  autonomous  (read:  free  
from   state   interference)   decision-­‐making   at   the   firm   level,   he   suggests   democratizing   and  
decentralizing  this  process  so  as  to  enhance  political  equality.  I  will  then  briefly  discuss  two  issues  that  
I  would  argue  complicate  the  Dahl’s  treatment  of  business  power.    
  
In   order   to   enhance   the   relevance   of   political   science   in   societal   discussions,   I   devoted   the   fourth  
chapter   to  an  empirical   research   regarding   several   reforms   that  Dahl   suggested.  These   reforms  are  
necessary  to  make  sure  that  social  and  economic   inequality  does  not  become  too   large   for  political  
equality   (and  Dahl’s   theory   of   polyarchy)   to   be   reasonably  maintained.   I  will   discuss   each   of   these  
seven  in  some  detail  and  assign  a  direction  of  the  recent  trend  in  these  policy  areas.  The  result  that  
follows  from  my  analysis   is  not  a  pretty  one;  most  of  the   issue  areas  that  Dahl  suggested  to  reform  
have  now  moved  further  away   from  procedures   that  satisfy  political  equality   than  they  were  at   the  
time  of  writing  of  his  book  in  2006.    
  
The  purpose  of  this  thesis  is  to  investigate  to  what  extent  economic  and  social  inequalities  contribute  
to   the   validity  of   a  pluralist   explanation  of   contemporary  democracies.   Two  answers   arise;   one   the  
one   hand   severe   inequalities   in   wealth   and   other   political   resources   may   still   be   compatible   with  
Dahl’s  theory  of  pluralist  democracies  (polyarchies).   Indeed,  as  I  will  set  out,  he  argues  that  political  
resources   suffer   from  diminishing   returns,   so   that   accumulation  of  one   resource  buys   less   and   less  
influence.  On  the  other  hand,  it  may  be  the  case  that  unequal  societies  such  as  the  United  States  no  
longer  fulfill  the  actual  requirements  of  the  pluralist  democratic  system.  I  will  argue  for  the  latter.    
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2  Political  Equality  
  
Political  equality  in  its  most  simplistic  form  is  part  of  a  system  where  each  individual  should  have  an  
equal   weight   attached   to   his   preferences   in   the   collective   decision-­‐making   procedures.   This  
procedure  then  provides  the  political  system  with  legitimacy.  There  is,  however,  a  significant  number  
of   political   philosophers   who   claim   that   we   cannot   justify   political   systems   by   looking   at   the  
procedures.  Rather,  they  claim  that  we  should   look  at  the  outcomes  that  the  system  produces.  This  
line   of   reasoning   assumes   that   democracy   will   be   the   best   method   to   arrive   at   good   and   just  
outcomes,  regardless  of  the  trajectory  that  leads  to  such  outcomes.  A  quote  will  probably  best  serve  
one’s  understanding  of  this  approach:  
  
“The  exercise  of  the  vote  is  an  exercise  of  power  by  the  voter  over  the  lives  of  other  citizens.  No  one  has  rights  
to  placement  in  social  roles  that  allow  one  to  exercise  power  over  other  human  beings  without  first  obtaining  
their  consent  unless  such  exercise  of  power  best  promotes  fulfillment  of  the  fundamental  rights  of  the  people  
over  whom  power  is  exercised  together  with  one’s  own  fundamental  rights.”  
Arneson  (2003,  pages  96-­‐97)  
  
Richard   Arneson   holds   that   democracy   only   can   be   justified   as   long   as   it   serves   to   protect   the  
fundamental   rights   of   the   citizens   of   a   political   community   better   than   any   competing   system.  
Political   equality   need   not   be   a   part   of   the   justification,   as   it  may   not   necessarily   lead   to   the   best  
promotion  of  these  fundamental  rights.2  
  
This  instrumentalist  claim  would  make  my  thesis  irrelevant  as  it  holds  that  good  outcomes  can  also  be  
obtained  without  political  equality.  The   focus  of   this   chapter   is   to  argue   that  political  equality   is  an  
important  aspect  in  the  justification  of  democracy.  In  the  first  part  of  this  chapter,  I  will  introduce  an  
argument  for  political  equality  as  requirement  for  the  intrinsic  justification  of  democracy  based  on  the  
work  of  Thomas  Christiano.   I  will  provide  some  limitations  to  democratic  collective  decision-­‐making,  
while  also  providing  two  arguments  against  an  extremer,  pure  form  of  political  equality.    
  
2.1  Intrinsic  Justification  of  Democracy  
  
In   defense   of   the   equality   argument   that   democratic   institutions   have   intrinsic   value,   I  will   borrow  
heavily   from   Thomas   Christiano’s   2008   book   The   Constitution   of   Equality.3  Christiano   provides   the  
following   basic   idea   as   a   sufficient   condition   for   the   justification   of   democracy   as   a   just   political  
system.  For  the  remainder  of  this  thesis,  this  is  the  political  equality  premise:  
  
“Justice   is   grounded   in   the   dignity   of   persons   and   it   thereby   demands   that   each   person’s   well-­‐being   be  
advanced  but  that  no  person  be  sacrificed  for  the  sake  of  the  greater  good  of  others.  The  proper  response  the  
equal  dignity  of  persons  is  to  advance  the  interests  or  well  being  of  persons  equally.  Justice  demands  that  the  
well-­‐being  of  each  person  be  advanced  equally  or  at   least   that  all  persons  have  available  to  them  equal  basic  
conditions  for  advancing  their  well-­‐being.”  
Christiano  (2008,  pages  5  -­‐  6)  
  
                                                                                                                          
2  Richard  Arneson  (2003).  Democratic  Rights  at  the  National  Level.  In  T.  Christiano,  Philosophy  and  Democracy:  An  
Anthology.  Oxford,  UK:  Oxford  University  Press.  Page  95.    
3  Thomas  Christiano  (2008).  The  Constitution  of  Equality:  Democratic  Authority  and  its  Limits.  Oxford,  UK:  Oxford  University  
Press.  
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In   the   creation  of   political   institutions,   each  member  of   society   should   then  get  one   vote,   and   this  
vote   is   weighted   equally   in   the   determination   of   substantive   laws   and   policies   through   collective  
decision-­‐making   processes.   Democracy   should   be   seen   as   a   system   in   which   the   members   of   any  
single   society   collectively  make  decisions.  As  we  will   soon   see,  democracies   are   the  best   system   to  
make  sure  that  the  condition  of  political  equality  is  satisfied  in  light  of  disagreement  on  many  issues  
between  the  members  of  society.    
  
In  the  development  of  the  argument  that  democracy  has  intrinsic  worth,  we  also  need  the  concepts,  
following   Christiano,   of   fundamental   interests   and   the   common   world   in   order   to   arrive   at  
Christiano’s   conclusion.  The   former  are   interests   that  are   central   to   the  means   required   to  achieve  
well-­‐being   for   the   members   of   society.   He   defines   the   common   world   as   a   place   where   the  
fundamental   interests  of  each  member  of  society  are   intertwined  with  the  fundamental   interests  of  
every   other   person   in   society.   There   is   a   strong   and   lasting   interdependence   between   the  
fundamental  interests  of  the  members  of  society,  both  conflicting  and  overlapping  ones.  An  intrinsic  
justification   of   democracy   requires   the   members   to   have   their   fundamental   interests   at   stake   in  
roughly   equal   proportions   in   the  determination  of   the   common  world.  Modern  nation   states   are   a  
proper  example  of  a  common  world;  collectively  we  decide  on  a  unitary  system  of  rule  of  law  and  the  
provision   of   certain   goods   such   as   publicly   provided   education   and   health   care.   It   is   in   the  
fundamental   interest   of   every   (reasonable)   member   of   a   society   that   the   rule   of   law   is  
institutionalized  and  enforced.4    
  
With   these   concepts   defined,   it   becomes   clear   that   there   is   more   to   democracy   and   democratic  
institutions  than  meets  the  eye  at   first  glance.  Whereas   instrumentalists  such  as  Arneson  state  that  
the   outcome   of   political   processes   is   what   counts,   I   would   argue   that   politics   is   more   than   just  
‘politics’.   Democracy   should   give   citizens   a   feeling   of   belonging,   rather   than  being   a  mechanism   to  
focus  on  outcomes  only.  Their  fundamental  interests  are  at  stake,  so  they  should  feel  part  of  a  larger  
whole  that  determines  what  is  going  on  in  their  common  world.  It  is  important  that  citizens  see…  
  
“…  that  is  he  is  being  treated  as  an  equal  in  a  society  where  there  is  significant  diversity  among  persons  in  the  
conditions  of  well-­‐being,  and  where  there  is  disagreement  about  justice…”  
Christiano  (2008,  page  56)  
  
2.1.1  Some  Limitations  to  Democratic  Authority  
  
That  being  said,  democracy  cannot  have  unlimited  authority  if  it  remains  to  be  seen  as  a  just  political  
system   that   adheres   to   the   notion   of   political   equality.   Christiano   provides   several   cases   where  
democracy   can   no   longer   be   seen   as   an   intrinsically   just   system,   that   is,   when   the   system   itself  
violates   political   equality.   For   example,   the   properly   constituted  democratic   assembly   decides   on   a  
policy   that   leads   to   the   disenfranchisement   of   a   certain   group   in   society,   it   violates   the   political  
equality/   justice   criterion.   A   decision   made   by   a   democratic   assembly   cannot   take   away   the  
democratic  rights  of  a  selection  of  members  in  society,  as  would  be  the  case  with  slavery.  Moreover,  
he   argues   that   democratic   assemblies   cannot   harm   the   core   of   basic   liberal   rights   either.   If   the  
freedom  of  association  and  expression  is  violated,  the  political  system  no  longer  is  in  line  with  political  
equality.   There   are   two  more,   rather   specific,   cases   to   be  made   that   are   in   a   sense   a   limit   on   the  
                                                                                                                          
4  Ibid.  pages  78-­‐81.    
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authority   of   democracy,   an   economic  minimum   and   the   problem   of   persistent  minorities.5  Both   of  
them  are  relevant  regarding  the  theme  of  this  thesis,  so  I  will  briefly  discuss  them  here.    
  
The  case  for  any  specific  economic  minimum  as  a  requirement  for  the  protection  of  political  equality  
depends  on  many  characteristics  of  the  political  entity.  However,  the  broad  idea  behind  this  minimum  
is  that  individuals  without  a  basic  economic  minimum  are  unable  to  participate  in  the  political  arena.  
One   is  neither  able   to  present  one’s  argument   to  others  without   the  means   to  sustain  himself,  nor  
can  one  exercise  liberal  and  democratic  rights  that  are  inherently  linked  to  political  equality.6  The  link  
to  economic  inequality  is  clear;  some  people  may  fall  below  this  economic  minimum  threshold.  Even  
though  the  majority  may  not  favour  a  social  safety  net  (or  at  least  a  living  wage),  this  is  required  for  
political  equality  to  endure.  This  tension  between  legislation  based  on  the  decisions  of  a  democratic  
authority   and   political   equality   is   exactly   why   we   cannot   rely   on   pure   intrinsic   justification   of  
democracy.    
  
The  second  issue  of  persistent  minorities  also  limit  the  authority  of  democracies.  This  issue  is  distinct  
from  the  tyranny  of  the  majority,  as   it  may  also  arise   in  cases  where  there   is  no  unjust  majoritarian  
behaviour   towards   the   minority;   the   majority   may   even   decide   to   act   in   good   faith.   However,  
individuals  who  belong  to  the  persistent  minorities  have  no   influence  on  the  shape  and  form  of  the  
common   world   they   inhabit.   This   will   make   it   difficult,   if   not   impossible,   for   them   to   make   the  
common  world  ‘theirs’,   in  the  sense  that  their  equal  status  in  society  is  not  recognized  nor  affirmed  
by  political  procedures.  Christiano  therefore  proposes  a  minimum  outcome  standard,  which  ensures  
that   the   interests   of   all   members   (including   those   who   belong   to   the   persistent   minorities)   are  
satisfied  above  a  certain  threshold.7  Again,  we  see  here  that  increased  economic  inequality  may  put  a  
certain  segment  of  society  in  the  position  of  a  persistent,  unheard  minority.  While  this  cannot  co-­‐exist  
with  political  equality,  a  purely  intrinsic  approach  cannot  be  favoured.    
  
2.1.2  Undesirability  of  Pure  Political  Equality  
  
In  the  previous  part   I  showed  that  there  are  some  limitations  to  democratic  decision-­‐making  on  the  
basis   of   political   equality.   This   led   to   my   conclusion   that   a   purely   intrinsic   approach   would   be  
undesirable.   However,   there   are   also   certain   aspects   of   political   equality   itself   that   may   not   be  
beneficial   to   society,   so   political   equality   in   its   pure   form  may   be   undesirable   as  well.8  Here,   I   will  
provide   an   important   example   when   political   equality   may   be   impossible   to   achieve,   or   simply  
unappealing  from  a  societal  standpoint.  
  
The   first   argument   against   pure   political   equality   is   two-­‐fold,   as   we   will   require   minimum   and  
maximum  boundaries.  The  argument  against  pure  political  equality   is  two-­‐fold.     On  the  one  hand,  a  
minimum  participatory  threshold  would  require  legislation  that  forces  people  to  vote.  What  is  more  
demanding   in   this   regard   is   the   forced   political   contribution   or   compulsory   attendance   at   political  
meetings.  This  is  simply  infeasible  in  contemporary  society.9      
  
                                                                                                                          
5  Ibid.  pages  264-­‐265.  
6  Ibid.  pages  272-­‐274.  
7  Ibid.  pages  288-­‐299.  
8  Pure  political  equality  means  that  every  individual  in  society  can  extend  exactly  the  same  amount  of  influence  over  the  
collective  decision-­‐making.    
9  Verba,  S.  (2001).  Political  Equality.  What  is  it?  Why  do  we  want  it?  Review  Paper  for  Russell  Sage  Foundation.  Page  5.  
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On   the  other  hand,  a  maximum  participatory   threshold  would  violate   the   freedom  of   individuals   to  
choose  to  spend  their  money  and  time  in  the  political  sphere  of   life.  NYU  professor  Ronald  Dworkin  
illustratively   provides   three   means   to   ‘correct’   these   differences   in   influence:   either   reduce   the  
influence   that   citizens   have   on   politics   in   general   (that   is,   become   less   democratic);   put   limits   on  
political  contribution  (both  monetary  and  non-­‐monetary);  and  try  to  educate  people  not  to  influence  
others.10  None   of   these   seem  desirable   to  me.   As   long   as   free   individuals  make   this   decision,   their  
freedom  is  limited  by  pure  political  equality.    
  
Hence,   we   should   see   the   case   for   political   inequality   as   a   case   in   favour   of   the   opportunity   to  
participate   in   the  political  arena.  Based  on   individual  preferences,  citizens  will   then  decide  whether  
their  fundamental  interests  are  affected  to  such  an  extent  that  it  requires  them  to  become  active  in  
the  political  arena.    
  
2.2  Conclusion  
  
In   this   chapter   I   outlined   that   political   equality   is   an   important   aspect   of   the   justification   of  
democracy.   If   a   democratic   assembly   is   properly   constituted,   it   has   a   valid   claim   to   be   the   just  
institution  to  draft  laws  and  policies  that  apply  to  the  common  world,  as  it  (generally)  adheres  to  the  
political   equality   requirement.11  Each   member   of   society,   then,   has   the   duty   to   obey   whatever  
decisions   this  assembly  may  arrive  at,   regardless  of  whether   this   individual  agrees  with   the  content  
and  ideology  of  this  decision.  These  decisions  should  not  be  accepted  because  of  the  substance,  but  
rather  because  of  the  source  of  the  decision,  that   is,  the  democratic  assembly  that  correctly  applies  
the   notion   of   political   equality.   Indeed,   if   a   member   of   society   decides   not   to   pay   taxes   as   was  
requested  by  a  democratic  assembly  decision,  he  implicitly  assigns  his   interests  a  larger  weight  than  
that  of  others  in  issues  that  belong  to  the  common  world.12    
  
This   is  not  to  say  that  we  should  strive  for  the  pure  forms  of  an   intrinsic   justification  of  democracy,  
nor   for   pure   political   equality.   Sometimes   we  may   need   to   allow   some   leeway   in   these   concepts.    
Indeed,   a   focus   on   the   purely   intrinsic   justification   of   democracy   may   increasingly   leave   people  
without   a   say   in   contemporary   democracies.  Without   an   economic   minimum   or   mechanisms   that  
guarantee  at   least   some   influence   for   the  persistent  minorities,   increased  economic   inequality  may  
make  political  equality   impossible  to  achieve.  This  argument  will,  of  course,  be  further  developed  in  
the  coming  chapters.  
                                                                                                                          
10  Ronald  Dworkin  (2003).  What  is  Equality?  Part  4:  Political  Equality.  In  T.  Christiano,  Philosophy  and  Democracy:  An  
Anthology.  Oxford,  UK:  Oxford  University  Press.  See  Chapter  5,  but  especially  pages  124-­‐125.  
11  Christiano  (2008)  argues  that  a  system  with  a  party  list  proportional  system  and  egalitarian  processes  to  hear  interest  and  
pressure  groups,  as  well  as  an  equal  system  of  party  financing  comes  closest  to  this  proper  constitution  of  a  democratic  
assembly.  See  page  246.    
12  Ibid.  pages  243-­‐250.  
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3  Pluralist  Democratic  Theory  over  the  Years  
  
Late-­‐Yale  professor  Robert  Dahl  was  the  main  intellectual  and  defender  of  early  pluralism.  He  devoted  
much  of  his  work  from  the  1950s  until  his  retirement  on  the  development  of  his  view  on  democratic  
theory.   In  this  chapter,   I  will   first  discuss  the  theoretical  underpinnings  from  Dahl’s  early  main  work  
and   then  move  on   to  empirical   findings  of   this   classical  pluralist   approach.   In   this  discussion  of   the  
empirical   findings   in  New  Haven,   CT,   in   the   1950s,   I  will   focus   on   three   key   concepts   of   pluralism,  
before   I  move   on   to   a   discussion   of   political   resources   and   its   distribution   among   citizens.   After   a  
short  introduction  of  some  criticism  that  classical  pluralism  received,  I  will  move  on  to  the  position  of  
business  interests  in  politics.    
  
Before   I  start  with  the  discussion  of  Dahl’s  work,   it  may  be  useful  to  quickly  establish  that  pluralism  
does   not   take   on   one   of   the   following   meanings   that   one   often   encounters   in   political   science  
literature.   It  does  not  mean  social  diversity   in   terms  of   religious  and  ethnic  groups,  as   is   frequently  
used  by  sociologists.  Following  de  Tocqueville,  some  have  equalized  pluralism  with  the  significance  of  
civil  groups  within  democratic  society,  but  this  does  not  reflect  the  meaning  used  in  this  paper  either.  
Lastly,  it  has  little  to  do  with  the  contemporary  use  of  pluralism  in  promoting  diversity  in  gender  and  
social  identity.13    
  
3.1  A  Preface  to  Dahl’s  Polyarchy  
  
In  A  Preface  to  Democratic  Theory,  arguably  the  most   important  book  in  early  pluralist  theory,  Dahl  
compares   two   competing   and   then-­‐prevailing   conceptions   of   democracy   and   cherry-­‐pick   the  most  
compelling  parts  of  each  to  form  a  coherent  and  logical  discussion  of  polyarchy.  The  first   is  the  one  
proposed  by  the  founding  fathers  of   the  United  States  of  America   in  general  and  James  Madison   in  
particular.  Madison   argued   that   if   unchecked,   every   individual   has   a   natural   tendency   to   tyrannize  
over  others  and  harm  the  rights  of  a  minority.  Hence,  he  aimed  to  develop  a  system  that  creates  a  
system  of  checks  and  balances,  where  both  political  equality  and  limits  on  the  power  of  the  majority  
would  be  integrated.14  The  second  concept  is  that  what  Dahl  dubbed  ‘populistic’  democracy.  He  does  
not   attribute   this   concept   to   any   one   theorist,   but   rather   builds   it   up   on   the   basis   of   a   number   of  
definitions  and  propositions.  It  holds  that  democracy  should  be  based  on  ‘The  Rule’,  where  the  single  
policy  that  is  chosen  should  be  based  on  the  support  of  the  largest  number  of  individuals.15    
  
In   an   attempt   to   combine   positive   aspects   of   both   aforementioned   concepts   and   to   adequately  
address   some   major   shortcomings   of   these   concepts,   Dahl   develops   eight   conditions   that   a  
contemporary   democratic   political   system   should   meet.   While   Dahl   discusses   them   in   a   different  
order,   I   feel   that   it  will  benefit   the  analysis   if   I   introduce  them  chronologically.  Condition  four  holds  
that  before  the  democratic  elections  take  place,  each  individual  has  the  possibility  to   insert  his  own  
(set  of)  alternatives  in  the  list  of  policies  that  are  scheduled  for  voting.  Indeed,  if  the  electoral  options  
are  no  reflection  of  the  entire  spectrum  of  societal  preferences,  preferences  may  not  reflect  through  
voting.  If  voters  are  given  the  choice  between  two  alternatives  that  are  both  harmful  to  his  interests  
                                                                                                                          
13  Andrew  McFarland  (2007).  Neopluralism.  Annual  Review  of  Political  Science.  Page  46.  
14  Robert  Dahl  (1956).  A  Preface  to  Democratic  Theory.  Chicago,  IL:  The  University  of  Chicago  Press.  Pages  22-­‐24.    
15  Ibid.  Pages  37-­‐38.    
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without  the  choice  to  propose  other  alternatives,  we  may  not  classify  this  as  a  democracy  as  equality  
is  not  satisfied  due  to  the  agenda-­‐setting  powers  of  a  certain  segment.  Dahl’s  fifth  condition  requires  
that   information   about   these   alternatives  widely   (even   equally)   available,   so   that   voters   can  make  
informed  decisions.  I  share  his  concerns  that  increased  complexity  of  politics  makes  some  issue  areas  
very  difficult   to  understand  for  a  majority  of  voters   (and  politicians).  However,  a  proper  democratic  
system  should  spread  the  knowledge  about  the  alternative  options  of  an  election  roughly  equal.16    
  
During   the   voting   period,   Dahl   postulates   that   the   election   system   should   be   based   on   universal  
suffrage  so  that  every  individual  in  society  can  vote.  The  weight  assigned  to  any  of  these  votes  should  
be  identical.  Among  the  alternatives  that  were  put  up  for  voting,  the  one  with  the  largest  number  of  
votes   should   be   the   winner.  17  Once   these   conditions   are   satisfied   before   and   during   the   election  
period,   the  winning  alternative  should   replace   the   incumbent  one.  These  alternatives  can  either  be  
policies  or   leaders.  Decisions  or  policies   flow  from  whatever  alternative  won  the  election  should  be  
followed  and  executed.18  This  seems  relatively  clear  to  me;  equality  requires  an  equal  weight  attached  
to  the  preferences  of  each  individual,  and  the  majority  should  be  able  to  elect  the  winning  alternative  
and  then  follow  its  orders.    
  
As  these  alternatives  that  were  subject  to  the  conditions  prior  to,  during  and  after  the  elections  are  
unlikely  to  perfectly  foresee  future  events,  Dahl  proposes  an  eighth  condition  that  would  serve  as  a  
guideline  for  the  inter-­‐election  phase.  Should  there  be  unforeseen  circumstances,  the  elected  leaders  
should   create   policies   that   are   in   line   with   the   principles   that   follow   from   the   preceding   seven  
conditions.  This  then  serves  to  prolong  the  dependence  on  political  equality  in  case  of  unpredictable  
affairs.  Elected  alternatives  can  abuse  their  position  in  power  without  this  condition,  as  it  allows  them  
to  approach  these  new  events  without  having  consulted  the  voters  (or  their  preferences).19    
  
Dahl  recognized  that  it  would  be  impossible  for  political  system  to  correctly  follow  all  eight  conditions  
outlined  above.  However,  some  countries  had  developed  a  political  system  on  the  basis  of  these  eight  
conditions   that   can   be   seen   as   a   rough   approximation   of   democracy;  which   he   called   a   polyarchy.  
Before   I   turn   to   the   empirical   study   of   New   Haven   in   the   next   section,   I   first   have   to   provide   six  
preconditions   for  a  polyarchial   society   to  endure.  Without   these,  a   stable  political   system  based  on  
political  equality  cannot  be  sustained.  These  six  preconditions  serve  as  a  springboard  for  the  analysis  
of  the  effects  of  increasing  economic  inequality  on  the  possibility  of  a  polyarchial  society.20  
    
The   first   is   social   indoctrination  of   the  desirability  of  democracy.  All   individuals   in  society  should  be  
aware   of   and   feel   emotionally   bound   to   the   desirability   of   polyarchial   institutions   and   procedures.  
Secondly,   there   should   be   a   strong   tendency   towards   societal   consensus   on   fundamental   values.  
Fundamental  values  in  this  sense  may  include  the  freedom  of  speech  and  some  overarching  view  on  
social  policy   in  general   (e.g.  slavery).  The  third  contributing  factor   is  the  existence  of  a  considerable  
degree  of  social  pluralism.  In  contrast  to  consensus  and  indoctrination  (the  first  two  points),  polyarchy  
                                                                                                                          
16  Ibid.  Page  69-­‐70  (Characteristics  4  and  5)  
17  Ibid.  Page  67-­‐68  (Characteristics  1  through  3)  
18  Ibid.  Page  71  (Characteristics  6  and  7)  
19  Ibid.  Page  71  (Characteristic  8.1,  8.2  and  8.3)  
20  Hans  Blokland  (2011).  Pluralism,  Democracy  and  Political  Knowledge:  Robert  A.  Dahl  and  his  Critics  on  Modern  Politics.  
Farnham,  UK:  Ashgate.  Pages  87-­‐90  
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also  requires  fragmentation  in  society.  Social  organizations  should  be  diverse  and  widespread,  so  that  
competition  among  these  groups  reflects  the  diverse  nature  of  society  and  its  preferences.21    
  
Fourthly,   a   relatively   high   level   of   political   participation   will   enhance   the   stability   of   a   polyarchial  
society.  Competition  for  the  voters’  support,  the  sixth  criterion  of  polyarchies,  is  useless  if  there  is  no  
one  to  convince.  There  should,  fifthly,  be  an  institutionalized  rotation  of  political  leaders.  In  a  proper  
polyarchial  society,  winners  of  the  election  must  be  able  to  take  on  the  role  of  political   leaders  and  
gain   power.   Lastly,   the   concepts   of   a   certain   degree   of   security,   social   equality,   and   widespread  
education   should   be  met.   This   relates   to   the   required   economic  minimum   and   issue   of   persistent  
minorities  discussed  in  the  previous  chapter.22    
  
As  a   tentative  discussion   regarding   the  effect  of  economic   inequality  on   the   social  preconditions  of  
polyarchy,   I   can   argue   the   following.   The   first   three   all   seem   unaffected   by   increased   economic  
inequality.  Democracy  and  one-­‐man-­‐one-­‐vote  are  relatively  well  grounded   in  western  societies,  and  
inequality   will   not   reduce   social   pluralism   (if   anything,   it   will   only   intensify   its   diversity).   Political  
participation,  on  the  other  hand,   is   likely  to  be   lower  for  those  groups  at  the  bottom  of  the   income  
distribution.   This   is   reflected   in   turnout   rates   of   elections.   The   fifth   criterion,   rotation   of   political  
leaders,  seems  to  be  unaffected  as  well.  Lastly,  security,  social  equality  and  widespread  education  are  
negatively  affected  by  increased  economic  inequality.  In  the  last  chapter,  I  will  look  into  this  based  on  
empirical  findings.  For  now,  it  seems  sufficient  to  conclude  that  it  remains  worthwhile  to  continue,  as  
current  levels  of  economic  inequality  do  not  automatically  render  Dahl’s  theory  inapplicable.    
  
3.2  Who  Governs?  in  the  1950s.  
  
After  having  outlined  his  theoretical  framework  in  A  Preface,  Dahl  takes  on  an  empirical  investigation  
in   his   1963   book  Who   Governs?   Democracy   and   Power   in   an   American   City.   In   this   classic   and  
extensive   study  on  power   in  New  Haven,  Connecticut,  Dahl  provides   the  empirical   evidence   for  his  
pluralist   interpretation  of  power   in  a   representative  urban  area.  This  study  placed   itself   in  a  heated  
confrontation   between   elitists   and   pluralists   that   had   been   going   on   since   the   1940s.   The   former  
group  declared  that  the  socio-­‐economic  upper  class  was  in  control  over  virtually  all  aspects  of  public  
life,   whereas   the   latter   group   was  more   positive   in   that   they   saw   that   different   interests   were   in  
competition   with   one   another   for   support   of   the   electorate.   I   will   now   turn   to   three   concepts   of  
Dahl’s  early  empirical  work  that  form  the  backbone  of  (classical)  pluralism.    
  
Political  Power  and  Polyarchy  
  
Power  and  influence  are  terms  that  Dahl  uses  interchangeably.  Dahl  defined  both  as  a  causal  relation  
where  “A  influences  B  to  the  extent  that  he  gets  B  to  do  something  that  B  would  not  otherwise  do”.23  
The  distinguishing   feature  of   power   vis-­‐à-­‐vis   influence   is   that   the   former   includes   the  possibility   to  
impose   sanctions   (either   positive   or   negative).24  This   definition   of   power   (and   influence)   and   the  
blurry  distinction  between  then  is  one  of  the  main  sources  of  critique  that  other  scholars  had  on  Dahl.  
                                                                                                                          
21  Robert  Dahl  &  Charles  Lindblom  (1953).  Politics,  Economics  and  Welfare:  Planning  and  Politico-­‐Economic  Systems  
Resolved  into  Basic  Social  Processes.  Chicago,  IL:  The  University  of  Chicago  Press.  Pages  288,  307-­‐208.    
22  Ibid.  Pages  315-­‐318.    
23  Robert  Dahl  (1963).  Modern  Political  Analysis.  Englewood  Cliffs,  NJ:  Prentice  Hall.  Page  40.    
24  Ibid.  Page  50.    
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Chief   among   these   critics   was   Steven   Lukes.   While   Dahl   argued   that   the   ability   to   express   one’s  
preferences  undisturbed  and  well-­‐considered  was   sufficient   for   the   study  of  power   relations,   Lukes  
argued  that  these  preferences  might  actually  be  the  unintentional  by  product  of  existing  structures  in  
society.   They   therefore   do   not   reflect   the   actual   preference   of   the   voters,   but   are   shaped   by  
processes  beyond  him.25  Another  line  of  criticism  comes  from  Bachrach  &  Baratz,  who  argue  that  it  is  
necessary  to  include  the  capacity  to  keep  an  item  off  the  agenda  in  the  study  of  power.26  Dahl  would  
probably  say  that  if  an  item  is  not  discussed,  it  is  by  definition  not  important.  However,  it  seems  clear  
to  me  that  if  a  certain  segment  of  society  can  choose  whatever  policy  areas  are  discussed,  this  group  
has  more  power,  as  they  are  able  to  keep  certain  (social)  issues  outside  of  politics  to  serve  their  own  
interests.    
  
Regardless,  in  Dahl’s  definition  the  causal  relationship  between  these  two  actors  is  reciprocal.  There  
are   four   groups   in   any   political   system:   leaders,   subleaders,   constituents,   and   non-­‐voters.   In   a  
polyarchial   society,   ‘if   the   leaders   lead,   they   are   also   led’.27  The   small   segment   of   society   that   is  
heavily   involved   in  politics,   the  political  stratum,  consists  of   individuals  who  make  rational  decisions  
based   on   calculated   costs   and   benefits   of   certain   policies   and   actions.   Their   actions   are   based   on  
coherent   and   internally   consistent   political   beliefs.   However,   the  members   of   the   political   stratum  
also   depend   on   the   assistance   of   a   number   of   subleaders   in   order   to   implement   and   formulate  
policies  and  perform  the  routine   tasks  of  government.  These  subleaders   then  need  to  be  rewarded  
for   their   support,   which   is   usually   done   by   giving   them   bureaucratic   jobs   or   social   standing   more  
generally.  Moreover,  the  political  leaders  also  depend  on  the  support  of  the  constituents  in  elections,  
as   there   tends   to  be  a  number  of   alternatives  waiting   for   their   chance   to   succeed   the   incumbents,  
who  have  to  adapt  their  policies  according  to  the  wishes  of  the  apolitical  stratum.28    
  
Now  that  we  have  established  the  reciprocal  power  relationship  between  the  leaders  and  subleaders,  
and  the  leaders  and  constituents,  it  may  be  useful  to  provide  an  illustration  as  to  how  the  influence  is  
distributed   among   these   groups.  Dahl   identified   two   types  of   influence;   leaders  within   the  political  
stratum  have  a  great  deal  of  direct  influence  where  they  are  able  to  initiate  and  veto  policies  directly.  
Subleaders   and   constituents   on   the   other   hand   have   varying   degrees   of   indirect   influence,  mostly  
through  their  close  ties  to  the  leaders  and  elections,  respectively.29  What  sets  polyarchies  apart  from  
many   other   political   systems   is   that   the   political   stratum   is   relatively   open   to   all   citizens.   This   is  
probably   best   defended  by   a   quote  of  Dahl   himself.  Here,   he   establishes   that   anyone  who  has   the  
desire  to  do  so  can  attempt  to  exchange  his   limited   indirect   influence  for  direct   influence.  Whether  
this  succeeds  depends  on  a  great  many  factors,  obviously,  but  the  opportunity  is  what  really  matters:  
  
“In  many  pluralistic   systems,   however,   the  political   stratum   is   far   from  being   a   closed  or   static   group.   In   the  
United  States  the  political  stratum  does  not  constitute  a  homogenous  class  with  well-­‐defined  class  interests.  In  
New  Haven,  in  fact,  the  political  stratum  is  easily  penetrated  by  anyone  whose  interest  and  concerns  attract  him  
to  the  distinctive  political  culture  of  the  stratum.  It  is  easily  penetrated  because  (among  other  reasons)  elections  
and   competitive   parties   give   politicians   a   powerful  motive   for   expanding   their   coalitions   and   increasing   their  
electoral  followings.”  
Dahl  (2005,  page  91)  
                                                                                                                          
25  Steven  Lukes  (2005).  Power:  A  Radical  View  (2nd  ed.).  London:  Palgrave  Macmillan.  
26  Peter  Bachrach  &  Morton  Baratz  (1962).  Two  Faces  of  Power.  The  American  Political  Science  Review,  56  (4).  Page  952.  
27  Robert  Dahl  (2005).  Who  Governs?  Democracy  and  Power  in  an  American  City  (2nd  Edition  ed.).  New  Haven,  CT:  Yale  
University  Press.  Page  102.    
28  Ibid.  Page  90-­‐91,  96,  and  101.    
29  Ibid.  Page  163-­‐165.  
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As   this  claim  may  sound  relatively  utopian,  some  have  attempted  to   test   this  claim  empirically.  The  
lower  class,  who  are  not  active  in  politics,  are  said  to  possess  indirect  influence,  as  the  political  strata  
needs  to  take  their  preferences  into  account  for  future  electoral  success.  In  a  1960s  study  of  a  New  
Jersey  town,  it  was  found  that  policies  that  dealt  with  the  wishes  and  preferences  of  the  lower  class  
were   met   with   red   tape   at   the   bureaucratic   level   and   no   willing   listener   in   the   city   council.   This  
constitutes   evidence   in   favour   of   Bachrach   &   Baratz   non-­‐decision   argument,   as   well   as   evidence  
against  the  claim  by  Dahl  that  there  is  a  ‘powerful  motive’  for  politicians  to  listen  to  everyone,  even  
the  disenfranchised  poor.30    
  
Patterns  of  Leadership  
  
In   his   empirical   undertakings   in   New   Haven,   Dahl   considered   five   patterns   of   leadership   that  
described  the  political  process  in  which  leaders  used  their  direct  power.  The  first  of  these  is  based  on  
the  most  straightforward  critique  of  pluralism:  some  form  of  covert  reign  by  the  economic  notables.  
People   in   the   upper   class   are   supposedly   a   unified   group  with   a   large   degree  of   influence   through  
their  wealth,   social   standing   or   economic   position   in   the   capitalist   system.   This   group   of   economic  
notables  then  decides,  covertly  and  unified,  on  many   issues.  Dahl  refutes  this  position  and  relies  on  
evidence   (gathered   through   interviews)   to   argue   that   oligarchical   tendency   does   not   hold   up   in  
reality.   He   does   acknowledge,   however,   that   the   upper   class   has   influence,   but   only   so   in   an  
uncoordinated,  and  in  a  sense  pluralist,  way.31    
  
Dahl   then   discusses   four   rival   patterns   of   leadership,   two   of   which   he   finds   in   New   Haven   in   the  
1940s-­‐1950s.32  In  case  elections  bring  about  a  charismatic  leader  (Dahl  mentions  FDR  and  Truman  at  
the  federal  level,  I  would  add  JFK  and  possibly  Reagan  to  this  list),  a  ‘grand  coalition  of  coalitions’  may  
evolve   around   this   single   executive.   In   this   pattern,   diverse   social   groups   are   represented   through  
their   political   leaders   in   a   grand   coalition,   but  with   a   strong   personality   at   the   top   of   the   chain   of  
command.  This  should  not  be  seen  as  a  system  in  which  the  chief  executive  can  apply  the  concept  of  
divide   et   impera,   rather   he   is   constantly   in   the   position   of   negotiations   at   the   center   of   many  
intersecting  circles.  Indeed,  the  charismatic  leader  still  needs  political  support  during  elections,  and  in  
a  position  of  negotiator,  as  opposed  to  hierarchical  leader,  he  remains  dependent  on  input  from  the  
diverse  social  groupings.33    
  
The   third   relevant   pattern   of   leadership   is   that   of   ‘independent   sovereignties   with   spheres   of  
influence’.   As   one   can   derive   from   the   name,   there   was   delineation   between   the   different   policy  
areas.  Leaders   in  one  sphere  largely   left  other  spheres  unharmed.  This  system  was  characterized  by  
top   leaders   who   accommodated   the   wishes   and   desires   of   the   segments   of   society   that   had   a  
particular   interest   in   that   specific   policy   area.   In   a   society  with   limited   public   resources,   conflict   is  
likely  to  arise  regarding  the  allocation  of  public  funds.  Dahl  found  that  should  such  conflict  arise,  ad  
hoc  negotiations  and  interference  of  the  mayor  likely  solve  the  issue  quickly.  However,  in  the  process  
                                                                                                                          
30  Michael  Parenti  (1970).  Power  and  Pluralism:  A  View  from  the  Bottom.  The  Journal  of  Politics,  32  (3).  Pages  519-­‐522.  
31  Dahl  (2005).  Chapter  15.  
32  The  other  two:  ‘A  coalition  of  chieftains’  and  ‘Rival  sovereignties  fighting  it  out’  [see  page  184  of  Dahl  (2005)]  do  not  
appear  to  be  a  relevant  description  of  politics  in  New  Haven  in  the  examined  period.  At  the  federal  level,  however,  Dahl  
claims  that  the  latter  pattern  does  emerge  between  the  Republican  and  Democratic  Party.  I  can  only  assume  that  this  rivalry  
has  increased  recently.    
33  Ibid.  Chapter  17.    
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of   governing   a   city   of   the   size   of   New   Haven,   independent   sovereignties   are   unable   to   tackle  
overarching   problems.   New   Haven’s   urban   redevelopment   required   cooperation   between   these  
independent   sovereignties,   leading   to   slow  and   cumbersome  progress.   Therefore,   in   an   attempt   to  
discuss  patterns  of  leadership  in  the  federal  level,  this  third  type  seems  unlikely  to  be  very  insightful.34  
  
Separate  Domains  of  Political  Processes  
  
Dahl  argues  that  the  important  question  is  not  so  much  what  the  distribution  of  power  is,  but  rather  
what   is   its   pattern   across   issue-­‐areas.   He   finds   that   power   tends   to   be   specialized.   An   empirical  
analysis   of   the   characteristics   of   some   1000   subleaders   in   three   issue   areas   (political   nominations,  
urban  development  and  public  education)  provides  a  proof  of  a   few  similarities  between  them,  but  
also  brings  to  the  fore  certain  differences.  While  subleaders  tend  to  be  a  little  older  than  the  average  
voter,  as  well  as  better  educated,  only  32  of  the  1029  interviewed  subleaders  were  member  of  more  
than  one  leadership  pool  among  the  abovementioned  three  issue  areas.  Moreover,  subleaders  in  the  
public   education   issue   area   are   significantly   poorer   than   those   involved   in   urban   development.  
Subleaders  active  in  different  issue  areas  are  therefore  drawn  from  different  segments  of  society.35    
  
The  same  can  be  said  about   the  political   leaders,  or   those  who  belong  to   the  political   stratum.  The  
political   leaders   that  are   influential   in  one   issue  area  are  not  so   in  other   issue  area  and  each  area’s  
political  leaders  tend  to  come  from  different  backgrounds.  In  New  Haven,  this  resulted  in  a  system  in  
which  a  majority  of  the  political  leaders  only  had  one  success  in  a  single-­‐issue  area,  and  none  in  the  
others.  Success  here  is  defined  as  being  able  to  influence  the  final  outcome  in  an  issue  area.  35%  of  
the  political  leader  saw  two  successes  in  one  area,  none  in  others.  Only  a  single  political  leader  (of  the  
50  interviewed,  the  mayor)  was  influential  over  multiple  areas  and  achieved  successes  in  all  three.36    
  
3.3  The  Case  of  Political  Resources  
  
This  section  will  deal  with  the  question  of  the  distribution  of  political  resources.  Dahl  discussed  this  in  
some  detail  in  his  theory  of  polyarchy;  hence  it  is  a  relevant  topic.  In  Who  Governs,  he  provided  four  
categories   of   political   resources,   but   this   list   is   by   no   means   exhaustive:   social   standing;   legality,  
popularity   and   control   over   jobs;   control   over   sources  of   information;   and   cash,   credit   and  wealth.  
While  it  is  important  to  repeat  that  these  four  categories  by  no  means  cover  the  entire  definition  of  
political  resources,  I  will  now  briefly  introduce  the  first  three,  and  pay  some  more  attention  to  the  last  
one,  as  wealth  is  likely  to  be  a  political  resource  with  wider  capabilities.  I  will  then  link  these  four  to  
political   power.  What   Dahl   means   with   social   standing   is   the   reciprocal   nature   of   the   relationship  
among   a   certain   segment   of   society.   If   one   family   accepts   and   acknowledges   social   privileges   (e.g.  
membership   of   certain   clubs,   and   invitations   to   networking   events)   to   another   family,   and   this  
relationship   is   reciprocal,  we  have  equality   in   social   standing.   Should   this   acknowledgement  not  be  
matched   with   equal   privileges,   one   family   is   of   higher   standing   than   another.   Dahl   stresses   the  
diminishing   returns   of   this   political   resource.   After   a   certain   threshold,   we   may   see   a   decline   is  
                                                                                                                          
34  Ibid.  Chapter  16.    
35  Ibid.  Pages  170,  175,  177.  
36  Ibid.  Table  14.2  on  page  182.    
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usefulness  of  social  standing  on  the  degree  of  political  power,  as   it   is  more  difficult  for  people  from  
the  lower  to  middle  classes  to  feel  connected  to  and  familiar  with  the  “1%”  during  elections.37    
  
The   rather   broad   second   category   of   legality,   popularity   and   control   over   jobs   is   an   example   of  
political  resources  to  which  wealth  is  at  most  indirectly  related.  Legality  is  simply  the  conformation  to  
the   rule   of   law.   While   government   officials   are   of   course   in   a   special   position   vis-­‐à-­‐vis   access   to  
legality,  everyone  is  equal  for  the  law.  Dahl  provides  the  example  of  a  New  Haven  merchant.  He  faced  
opposition  when  he  refused  to  sell  his  shop  for  the  offer  made  by  a  large  bank.  He  faced  the  mayor,  
all  of  the  urban  development  political  leaders  as  well  as  a  rich  New  Yorker  against  him.  Nevertheless,  
he  had  the  laws  on  his  side,  won  the  court  battle  and  was  rewarded  a  hefty  sum.  The  second  aspect  
of   this   category,   popularity,   arises   when   an   individual   is   widely   known   and   liked   among   certain  
segments   of   society.   He   can   achieve   this   by   providing   small   favours   to   certain   people,  which   then  
enhances  his  chances   in  election.  One  does  not  need  to  be  rich  or  educated  to  be  popular.  The  last  
aspect,  control  over  jobs,  in  this  context  means  that  there  is  no  single  employer  that  employs  a  large  
share  of  the  voting  population.  This  was  not  the  case  in  New  Haven,  nor  is  it  the  case  in  any  modern  
nation-­‐state.   Nevertheless,   if   any   significant   number   of   voters   work   for   a   single   employer,   this  
employer  has  a  certain  degree  of  political  influence  as  it  could  threaten  to  leave  the  constituency.38    
  
As  for  the  third  category,  by  definition  individuals  within  the  apolitical  strata  are  not  directly  involved  
in  politics.  They  therefore  depend  heavily  on  public  media  outlets  for  their  information.  Hence,  those  
in  control  over  these  sources  of  information  have  naturally  a  significant  degree  of  political  influence.  
There  of   course   remains   a  degree  of   flexibility   in   the   actual   use  of   this   channel   of   influence.   Some  
news  outlets  may  actually   remain  committed  to  objectivity.  Moreover,   in  his  empirical  undertaking,  
Dahl  found  that  most  constituents  use  a  multiplicity  of  sources.  While  most  people  read  the  local  New  
Haven   daily,   they   rely   on   TV/radio   or   conversations   with   others   to   a   much   larger   extent   in   the  
formation  of  their  political  preferences.39    
  
3.3.1  Case  Study:  Cash,  Credit  and  Wealth  as  a  Political  Resource  
  
One   of   the  main   issues   of  my   thesis,   economic   inequality,   is   best   reflected   in   the   last   category   of  
political  resources;  cash,  credit  and  wealth.  It  is  therefore  worthwhile  to  pay  a  little  extra  attention  to  
this   category.   Dahl   does   not   explicitly   discuss   the   effects   of   economic   inequality   on   this   theory   of  
polyarchy  at  great  length  in  any  of  his  academic  work,  but  I  would  argue  that  we  could  derive  a  great  
deal  from  his  discussion  of  wealth  as  a  political  resource.    
  
This   resource   can   be   used   in   three   distinct   ways   to   increase   political   power;   financial   pressure,  
corruption  and  political  contributions.  While  some  interviewees  in  New  Haven  brought  up  the  first,  no  
hard  evidence  was  provided.  This  seems  plausible  even  at  the  nation-­‐state  level;  no  threat  of  reducing  
liquidity  can  be  credible  unless  there  is  collusion  among  several  financial  players.  Corruption,  on  the  
other  hand,  was  often  of  petty  nature  and  hence  did  not  yield  large  influence.  Even  from  a  national  
perspective,   corruption   in   polyarchies   tends   to   be   relatively   limited.   The   third   one   is   the   most  
important   method   to   increase   one’s   political   power.   Contributions   play   a   large   role   in   the  
                                                                                                                          
37  Ibid.  Pages  229,  238.    
38  Ibid.  Pages  247-­‐250.  
39  Ibid.  Pages  257-­‐261.  
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maintenance   of   both   the   party   apparatus   and   propaganda   and   are   hence   vital   of   the   survival   of  
position   of   the   incumbent   political   leader.   However,   Dahl   claims   that   this   category   of   political  
resources  also  suffers  from  diminishing  returns.  There  cannot  be  a  too  large  divergence  between  the  
demands  of  the  financial  contributors  and  the  wishes  of  the  constituents  at  large.  Indeed,  the  political  
leader  who  receives  the  contribution  will  still  have  to  depend  on  electoral  support  of  the  less  well-­‐off  
at  the  next  elections.40    
  
This  special  set  of  capabilities  that  wealth  can  have  as  a  political  resource  is  also  acknowledged  in  the  
fact   that  most   (if   not   all)   polyarchies   have   put   in   place   certain   limits   on   the   use   of   wealth   in   the  
political   arena.  Through   social   security,  many  nations  ensure  a  basic   level  of   income   to  allow  all   its  
citizens  to  have  at  least  a  minimum  level  of  this  political  resource.41    Moreover,  and  I  will  come  back  
to  this  in  the  fourth  chapter,  there  is  a  ceiling  on  the  political  contributions  that  one  can  make.  While  
Dahl  acknowledges  that  this  ceiling  is  beyond  the  reach  of  the  average  citizen,  a  similar  cap  cannot  be  
identified  in  any  of  the  other  three  categories  discussed  in  the  previous  section.  Lastly,  Dahl  contends  
that   contributors  do  not  get  direct   influence   through   the   receiver  of   the  political   contribution.  This  
would  then  be  covert  control  by  the  elite.  Rather,  all  that  the  contributor  gets  is  easier  access  to  the  
politician/party  and  probably  and  a  sympathetic  reception  of  any  demands.42    
  
It   seems   important   to   reiterate   that  Dahl  acknowledged   that  wealth  was   the  political   resource   that  
was  most  unequally  distributed.  He  sees  this  as  an  inherent  trait  of  the  capitalist  market  economy.43  
However,  as  we  will  see  in  the  next  section,  this  inequality  in  one  type  of  political  resource  constitutes  
by  no  means  the  end  of  polyarchy  or  political  equality  as  a  whole.  Wealth  is  only  one,  albeit  a  special  
one,  category  of  political  resources  that  individuals  have  access  to.  The  main  argument  that  should  be  
taken  away  from  this  case  study  is  best  summarized  by  a  quote  from  Dahl  himself:  
  
“Because   democratic   political   institutions   enable   those   who   are   injured   by   markets   to   mobilize   and   seek  
changes,  frequently  with  some  success,  the  boundaries  between  free  markets  and  government  regulation  are  in  
flux.”  
  Dahl  (2006,  page  66)  
  
What  I  understand  from  this  quote  is  that  those  who  are  on  the  losing  side  of  the  capitalist  economic  
system   can   find   reparations   through  mobilization   and   indirect   influence.   Politicians   are,   in   theory,  
responsive  enough  to  these  demands  and  may  be  induced  to  change  regulation  as  a  result.    
  
3.3.2  The  Distribution  of  Political  Resources  
  
Regarding   the   distribution   of   political   resources,   Dahl   started   from   the   premise   that   the  
industrialization  of  the  US  led  to  a  dispersion  of  political  resources.  Dispersion  requires  by  no  means  
an  equal  distribution,  it  simply  means  widespread.  The  oligarchical  society  of  the  nineteenth  century  
was  characterized  by  a  system  of  cumulative  political   resources.  This  means   that   those  with  wealth  
also   benefited   from   advantaged   positions   regarding   other   political   resources   (e.g.   social   standing,  
                                                                                                                          
40  Ibid.  pages  241-­‐244.  
41  Although  I  of  course  have  to  add  that  those  who  live  of  social  security  often  struggle  to  get  by  and  may  not  have  more  
than  a  few  euros  per  month  available  for  non-­‐primary  goods.  It  then  seems  unlikely  that  they  spend  this  on  politics,  but  this  
is  a  personal  decision,  which  should  be  seen  as  separate  from  this  discussion.    
42  Robert  Dahl  (1982).  Dilemmas  of  Pluralist  Democracy.  New  Haven,  CT:  Yale  University  Press.  Pages  170-­‐174.  
43  Robert  Dahl  (2006).  On  Political  Equality.  New  Haven,  CT:  Yale  University  Press.  Page  66.  
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education  and  key  positions  in  public  office).  The  emergence  of  an  industrial  class  drove  a  wedge  in  
this  distribution  of  resources,  as  they  received  an  increasing  share  of  the  wealth  and  could  count  on  
the  popular  support  of  the  ordinary  citizens.  This  made  the  industrial  society  more  pluralist  as,  if  put  
to   good   use,   these   resources   led   to   competition   among   different   sections   of   society   for   popular  
support.  This  competition  is  then  key  to  the  pluralist  nature  of  democratic  societies.44    
  
Dahl  argues  that   in  contemporary  societies,   the  distribution  of  one  type  of  political  resources   is  not  
necessarily   correlated   with   the   distribution   of   another   type   of   political   resources   (see   the   four  
categories  of  political  resources  I  discussed  for  a  non-­‐exhaustive  list).  This  is  what  Dahl  called  a  system  
of  dispersed  (or  noncumulative)  political  resources.  He  laid  down  six  characteristics  of  such  systems.45    
  
1. Many  different  kinds  of  resources  for  influencing  officials  are  available  to  different  citizens.  
This   characteristic   should   not   require  much   explanation.   In   the   aforementioned   list   of   four  
categories,  Dahl  explained  several  ways  in  which  individuals  can  exert  political  power.  Next  to  
these  four,  one  can  also  think  of  charisma  and  reputation  as  a  political  resource.  In  order  to  
exert  political  influence,  one  does  not  need  to  rely  on  wealth  only,  for  example.  
2. With  few  exceptions,  these  individual  resources  are  unequally  distributed.  
Dahl  by  no  means  claims  that  each  and  every  single  political  resource   is  distributed  equally.  
He  does  obviously  acknowledge  that  income,  wealth  and  even  popularity  vary  from  individual  
to  individual.  The  third  point  below  should  be  read  in  concert  with  this  point.    
3. Individuals  best  off  in  their  access  to  one  kind  of  resource  are  often  badly  off  with  respect  to  
many  other  resources.  
Those  individuals  or  families  at  the  top  of  the  income/wealth  distribution  and  familiarized  in  
the  highest  social  circles  of  a  community  may  be  relatively  unpopular  with  the  majority  of  the  
voters.  Moreover,  a  very  well  respected  merchant  in  a  small  community  does  not  need  to  be  
very  rich  to  have  a  large  group  of  people  who  are  at  least  willing  to  listen  to  him.  Indeed,  the  
butcher,  brewer  or  baker  is  so  integrated  in  the  daily  lives  of  many  of  his  customers  that  he  
may  have  more  political  influence  than  a  rich  businessman  who  only  interacts  with  his  fellow  
citizens  on  an  irregular  basis.      
4. No  one  political  resource  dominates  all  the  others  in  all  or  even  in  most  key  decisions.  
In   the   example   given   above,   a  wealthy   New   Yorker  was   not   able   to   outspend   a   local   New  
Haven   merchant   who   had   legality   on   his   side.   A   more   contemporary   example   could   be   a  
popular   talk   show   host,   whose   selection   of   guests   may   influence   political   preferences   of  
voters  to  a  much  larger  extent  than  campaign  donations  of  some  hedge  fund  manager.    
5. With   some   exceptions,   an   influence   resource   is   effective   in   some   issue-­‐areas   or   in   some  
specific  decisions  but  not  in  all.  
In  the  example  provided  by  Dahl,  neither  wealth  nor  social  standing  yielded  much  influence  in  
the  public  education  issue  area.  It  mattered  much  more  whether  the  leaders  were  in  favour  
of  popular  policies.46  To  the  contrary,  in  the  urban  development  policy  area  wealth  did  play  a  
large   role.   While   there   is   no   clear   explanation,   I   suspect   that   the   businessmen   had   much  
more  to  gain   in  this   issue  area  and  therefore  used  the  ‘money  political  resource’  to  achieve  
their  goals.47      
                                                                                                                          
44  Dahl  (2005)  pages  85-­‐65.  
45  Ibid.  Page  228.    
46  Ibid.  Page  141.    
47  Ibid.  Page  115.  
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6. Virtually  no  one,  and  certainly  no  group  of  more  than  a  few  individuals,   is  entirely  lacking  in  
some  influence  resources.48  
I  interpret  this  last  characteristic  as  attempting  to  explain  that  every  group  in  society  (if  not  all  
members  of  society)  at  least  can  use  one  of  the  political  resources  already  introduced  in  this  
section.   If   a   certain   group   does   not   have   access   to   wealth,   it   can   rely   on   popularity,   or  
legitimacy,   or   control   over   sources   of   information.   Whether   this   group   actually   uses   this  
political  resource  is  another  question,  to  which  I  will  turn  now.  
  
The  variation  in  the  use  of  political  resources  is  worth  mentioning  at  this  point.  Dahl  claimed  that  ‘one  
wealthy  man  may  collect  paintings;  another  may  collect  politicians’.49  There  are  a  number  of  variables  
that  may  explain   the  difference  between   the  actual  and  potential  power   that  one  can  extract   from  
these  resources.  Actual  power  is  then  what  one  decides  to  utilize  out  of  a  pool  of  potential  resources  
at  his  disposal.  This  depends  on,  for  example,  age  and  the  election  cycle.  We  may  therefore  see  large  
variations  in  the  use  and  effectiveness  of  political  resources.  50  
  
3.3.3  Adverse  Side  Effects  of  Economic  Inequality  
  
What  I  want  to  focus  on  in  this  section  is  the  Dahl’s  incomplete  treatment  of  economic  inequality  on  
politics.   Let   me   start   by   stating   that   I   do   agree   with   his   premise   that   political   resources   are  
characterized   by   diminishing   returns.   Moreover,   I   share   his   premise   that   none   of   the   political  
resources,   including  wealth,   can   triumph  over   all   others.   All   that   as   it  may,   I   feel   that   there   is   one  
important   issue   missing   in   his   theory.   Dahl   acknowledged   the   special   capabilities   of   money   and  
wealth,  but  argued  that  too  large  inequalities  could  and  would  be  countered  by  regulations  based  on  
the  demands  and  preferences  of  those  at  the  losing  side  of  the  capitalist  system.  However,  I  believe  
that  we   should   focus  on  a  number  of   adverse   side  effects   that   come   from   too   large   inequalities   in  
wealth  and  subsequently  affect  political  equality.    
  
Wealth   inequalities  may  undermine  the  political  processes   that  are  at   the  heart  of  Dahl’s  polyarchy  
theory.   There   is   a   variety   of   channels   through   which   this   can   occur;   distrust,   disillusionment,  
disenfranchisement,   disempowerment.   Indeed,   these   are   some   characteristics   of   persistent  
minorities  discussed   in   section  2.1.1.   The   first   channel  deals  with   a  decrease   in   trust,   if   people   see  
that   the   democratic   institutions   are   no   longer   fair   and   effective   bodies   through   which   they   can  
properly   express   their   preferences,   it   harms   the   notion   of   ‘collective’   in   collective   decision-­‐making  
processes.   Related   to   the   first   channel,   if   voters   are   disillusioned,   they  may   resort   to   populist   and  
extremist   parties   that   thrive   on   promises   they   cannot   keep.   Examples   range   from   the   Tea   Party   in  
America   to   Golden   Dawn   in   Greece   and   Front   National   in   France.   These   parties   may   actively  
undermine  the  political  equality  premises  by  advocating,  for  example,  a  more  restricted  demos.  The  
latter  two  channels  will  be  discussed  in  the  fourth  chapter,  where  I  will  focus  on  disenfranchisement  
through  the  electoral  system  where  voter  IDs  are  required,  and  disempowerment  through  campaign  
finance  legislation  and  redistricting  procedures.  These,  too,  are  a  threat  to  pluralist  democracies  if  it  
leads  to  a  bias  in  the  segment  of  society  that  decides  to  vote.51    
                                                                                                                          
48  All  of  these  six  characteristics  come  from  Dahl  (2005)  page  228.    
49  Ibid.  Page  271.  
50  Ibid.  Chapter  24  
51  Joseph  Stiglitz  (2012).  The  Price  of  Inequality.  London,  UK:  Allen  Lane.  Pages  118-­‐136.  
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3.4  Early  Criticism    
  
“The  flaw  in  the  pluralist  heaven  is  that  the  heavenly  chorus  sings  with  a  strong  upper-­‐class  accent.”  
Schattschneider  (1960,  page  35)  
  
Dahl’s   proposition   of   a   pluralist   American   society   naturally   led   to   a   large   number   of   studies   and  
critiques  of  his  theoretical  model  and  empirical  findings.  Most  of  the  valid  criticisms  have,  however,  
been   dealt   with   through   revisions   of   classical   pluralism,   including   modifications   by   Dahl   (and  
Lindblom)  themselves.  In  this  section,  I  will  first  provide  two  major  critiques  on  the  classical  pluralist  
work  of  Dahl.  Some  scholars  even  reached  conclusions  opposite  of  Dahl’s  claim  by  simply  following  his  
four  concepts  discussed   in  the  previous  section  on  Who  Governs?.  After  each  criticism,   I  will  briefly  
state  how  neopluralists  have  responded.52    
  
Before  I  turn  to  these  criticisms,  I  want  to  focus  on  statement  made  by  Dahl.  He  felt  it  was  necessary  
to  respond  to  an,  in  his  eyes,  unfair  accusation  of  critics.  His  critics  are  wrong  to  assume  that  pluralist  
theory   contends   that   the   influence  of   all   interest   (groups)   is   equal   in   capacities,   political   resources  
and  hence  power.  Dahl  even  calls  it  absurd  that  his  theory  is  said  to  display  ‘an  astonishing  ignorance  
of  ordinary  social  and  political  reality’  and  claims  that  pluralist  theory  rather  states  that  ‘many’  such  
groups  are  ‘frequently  in  some  manner  or  another  capable’  of  organizing  and  defending  themselves.53  
  
Hence,  we  can  now  establish  that  pluralism  by  no  means  require  equal  capacities  and  power  between  
the  separate  groups  within  society.  There  is,  however,  a  single  interest  group  within  society  that  has  
an  advantage  over  the  others;  the  capitalist  firm.  This  seems  to  play  an  increasingly  important  role  in  
contemporary  politics,  and  I  will  therefore  focus  on  the  special  role  of  business  in  polyarchies  in  the  
last  part  of  this  chapter.    
  
3.4.1  Multiple-­‐Elite  Theory  
  
Many  other  scholars   followed  Dahl  and  undertook  similar   research,  but  came  up  with  a  competitor  
theory;  namely   that  of  multiple-­‐elites.  Proponents  of   this   theory  do  not   claim   that   there   is   an  elite  
group  of  leaders  that  govern  all  issue  areas,  but  rather  that  each  segment  of  the  public  policy  arena  is  
an  oligarchy  in  itself.  They  found  that  every  single-­‐issue  area  is  then  ruled  by  independent  elite,  who  
have  no  overarching  agenda  with  the  elite  of  other  issue  areas.  These  elites  were  nevertheless  able  to  
push  the  legislature  to  draft   laws  and  regulations  without  clear  guidance  as  to  the  interpretation.   In  
order   to   substantiate   this   body   of   policies,   government   officials   could   then   be   influenced  with   the  
special  interest  group’s  ideology  in  mind.  This  was  only  the  case  for  issue  areas  where  there  concrete  
benefits  could  be  obtained,  such  as  farming,  defense  and  railroad.   Issues  areas  regarding  regulation  
and   the   like   would   still   be   better   described   by   pluralist   theory.   If   this   theory   has   any   ground,  
increasing  economic  inequality  is  worrisome.  As  the  stakes  get  higher  in  distributive  issue  areas,  the  
costs  of  losing  power  for  the  current  leaders  increase  too.54    
  
                                                                                                                          
52  These  responses  follow  from  Andrew  McFarland  (2007),  who  advocated  neopluralism  as  a  research  sequence  of  classical  
pluralism.    
53  Dahl  (1982)  Pages  207-­‐209.  
54  Theodore  Lowi  (1964).  American  Business,  Public  Policy,  Case  Studies  and  Political  Theory.  World  Politics,  16.  Pages  677-­‐
715.  
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Neopluralists  would  counter   this  argument  by   stating   that   there  was  more   than  one   interest  group  
involved  in  the  decision-­‐making  process  and  that  it  therefore  would  have  to  compete  with  the  others  
before   it   can  have   any  power  over   the   government  officials.  Neopluralists   note   that   this   system  of  
opposing   interest   groups   not   necessarily   would   lead   to   a   fair   decision-­‐making   process,   but   rather  
argue  that  there  is  a  variety  of  interests  involved.55    
  
(Neo-­‐)   pluralists   are   fond   of   using   the   concept   of   countervailing   power   to   describe   the   political  
process.  When  certain  groups   feel  unrepresented,   they  may  manoeuvre   in  ways   to  get   the  public’s  
attention.  McFarland  provides   the  example  of   the  nuclear   energy  debate   in   the  United   States.   The  
environmentalists   (on   the   losing   side   of   the   debate)   initiated   a   number   of   lawsuits   just   to   get   the  
attention.   Through   these   lawsuits,   they   gained  momentum  by  providing  evidence  of   economic   and  
social  disadvantages  that  would  follow  from  nuclear  energy  development.  This  momentum  translated  
into   support   from  the  wider  public  as  well   as   legislators  who  did  not   sit  on   the   Joint  Committee  of  
Atomic  Energy.  By   the   time   this  proposition  was  brought   to   the   floor,   the  majority  was  against   this  
proposal.  Hence,  instead  of  creating  a  deadlock  between  different  groups,  groups  are  able  to  move  in  
such  ways  to  generate  public  support  through  a  variety  of  methods.56    
  
3.4.2  Logic  of  Collective  Action  
  
Another  issue  that  needed  to  be  addressed  for  the  neopluralists  to  save  their  theory  was  the  logic  of  
collective  action  theory  by  Mancur  Olson.  He  predicted  that  it  would  be  very  difficult  for  large  groups  
to   organize   themselves   efficiently   and   effectively.   Those   mass   groups   that   would   defend   the  
preferences  of   consumers,  workers,   and   victims  of   externalities   amongst  others,  would   always   find  
themselves   in  a  difficult  situation  as  to  how  to  deal  with  free  riders  and  raising  funds.  On  the  other  
hand,   those   interests   that   served   only   a   few   actors   (oligopolies)  would   be  much   easier   to   sustain.  
Hence,  Olson  concluded  that  ‘the  few  would  defeat  the  many’.57      
  
Neopluralists   would   respond   to   this   critique   that   there   are   several   solutions.   Some   individuals,  
political   entrepreneurs   or   patrons,   may   spend   an   extraordinary   amount   of   time   or   money,  
respectively,  on  the  creation  and  management  of  the  interest  group.  Through  this,  even  groups  that  
fight  for  the  public   interest  can  be  successful.  Broad  social  movements  may  also  have  an   impact  on  
politics  without  any  proper  institutional  structure,  for  example  on  social  media.    In  reality,  we  see  that  
even  though  mass  groups  such  as   the  Occupy  movement  were  able   to  survive  without   falling  apart  
due  to   internal  power  struggles,  they  were  unable  to  achieve  anything  meaningful   in  the  regulatory  
framework  of  the  financial  sector.58  
  
3.5  The  Role  of  Business  in  a  Pluralist  Democracy  
  
In   the  previous   section   I  discussed   two  critiques  of   the  classical  pluralist   view;  multiple-­‐elite   theory  
and  the  logic  of  collective  action.  Both  of  these  are  applicable  to  a  certain  segment  of  society  in  the  
collective  decision-­‐making  processes.  Indeed,  business  interests  may  have  a  seat  at  the  table  in  each  
and  every  issue  area,  while  they  are  also  better  able  to  effectively  organize  themselves.  Dahl  readily  
                                                                                                                          
55  See  McFarland  (2007)  page  52  for  a  large  overview  of  the  available  studies,  most  of  which  focused  on  a  single-­‐issue  area.      
56  Ibid.  Page  57.  
57  Mancur  Olson  (1965).  The  Logic  of  Collective  Action.  Cambridge,  MA:  Harvard  University  Press.  
58  McFarland  (2007).  Pages  55-­‐56.    
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recognized   that,   and   in   a   republication   of   their   1953   book   (coauthored   by   Charles   Lindblom)   they  
acknowledged  their  intellectual  error:  
  
“In   our   discussion   of   pluralism   we   made   another   error   –   and   it   is   a   continuing   error   in   social   science   –   in  
regarding   businessmen   and   business   groups   as   playing   the   same   interest-­‐group   role   as   other   groups   in  
polyarchial  systems,   though  more  powerfully.  Businessmen  play  a  distinctive  role   in  polyarchial  politics   that   is  
qualitatively  different   from   that  of   any  other   interest   group.   It   is   also  much  more  powerful   than  an   interest-­‐
group  role.”  
Dahl  and  Lindblom  (1976,  page  xxxvi)  
  
Hence,  they  conclude  that  there  is  a  special  role  for  business  interests  in  the  political  system,  and  that  
they   enjoy   certain   advantages   over   other   groups.   This   is   not   to   say   that   Dahl   opposed   business  
influence   in   the   political   decision-­‐making   arena;   he   argued   that   the   benefits   of   independent  
organizations  are  in  fact  larger  than  the  drawbacks.  59  If  a  large  variety  of  business  interests  exist,  they  
keep  each  other  in  check  (mutual  control),  while  a  plurality  of  these  business  groups  also  establishes  
the  very  backbone  of  democratic  societies  in  that  they  provide  policy  makers  to  choose  between  the  
best  alternatives  out  there  as  opposed  to  a  single  option.60      
  
There  are  also  negative  aspects  about  the  autonomy  that  these   independent  organizations  possess,  
especially   seen   in   light   of   the   increased   economic   inequality   and   the   special   position   of   business  
interests.   Dahl   mentions   four,   which   I   will   briefly   mention   here.   The   first   of   these   is   the   risk   of   a  
stabilization  of  political  injustice.  Autonomous  organizations  are  a  conservative  force  that  avoids  any  
structural   change   in   society,   as   there   is   no   inherent   dynamic   move   towards   a   reduction   of   these  
injustices.  As   long  as  corporations  make  profit,   their  owners  do  not  seem  to  care  much  about  what  
happens   outside   their   realm.   Somewhat   related   to   this   first   drawback   is   that   independent  
organizations   are   very   likely   to   be   a   reinforcing   force   towards   the   creation   of   separate   segments,  
where  loyalty  and  solidarity  only  exists  within  that  organization  due  to  group  egoism.  As  the  interests  
of  citizen-­‐voters  and  large  companies  are  often  divergent,  the  special  capacities  of  business  interests  
may  be  seen  as  problematic.61  
  
The  third  aspect  is  that  independent  organizations  may  distort  the  political  agenda.  Business  interests  
may   have   the   power   to   decide  which   options   and   alternatives   are  worthy   of   attention   in   an   early  
stage   of   the   decision-­‐making   process.   This   will   lead   to   harmful   situations   when   these   proposed  
options  only  entail  tangible  benefits  for  the  members.  Lastly,  the  final  control  over  political  decisions  
becomes  increasingly  difficult  to  oversee  for  politicians  and  bureaucrats.  They  require  an  impossible  
amount  of   information,  and  forcing  autonomous  groups  (such  as  big  business  and  labour  unions)  to  
adhere  to  democratically  chosen  policies  is  often  very  costly.62    
  
                                                                                                                          
59  What  I  understand  as  ‘independent  organizations’  in  this  sense  are  organizations  that  are  independent  from  government  
interference  and  are  autonomous  in  the  creation  of  their  interests.  In  my  example  here,  they  range  from  interest  groups  for  
small  and  medium  enterprises  in  society  to  multinational  enterprises  that  are  directly  able  to  make  their  voices  heard.  Other  
such  independent  organizations  include  a.o.  ministries,  political  parties  and  labour  unions.    See  Dahl  (1982)  pages  27-­‐28.    
60  Ibid.  Pages  32-­‐39.    
61  Ibid.  Pages  40-­‐45.    
62  Ibid.  Pages  45-­‐53.    
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3.5.1  Internal  Restructuring  of  Businesses  
  
Despite  the  position  of  Dahl  that  autonomy  from  state  interference  for  large  corporations  and  other  
economic   organizations   is   beneficial   and   even   necessary   for   pluralism,   he   argues   that   the  
contemporary   economic   order   may   not   inevitably   assist   in   bringing   about   political   equality.   Most  
employees  of   large  enterprises  spend  most  of  their   life  working   in  a  system  that   is  characterized  by  
hierarchy  without  any   influence   themselves.  The  owners  of   the  corporation  do  not   share   the   same  
interests  with   the  workers,   and   the  accumulation  of  wealth  by   the   shareholders   leads   to  economic  
inequalities  that  are  undesirable.  He  therefore  proposes  a  different  economic  order  that  would  best  
serve  the  democratic  polyarchial   ideals.  This  system  should  be  just,  efficient,  promote  the  virtues  of  
the  citizens  and  satisfy  a  minimum  level  of  economic  freedom.63    
  
His  solution  is  that  of  self-­‐governing  enterprises.64  Here,  the  same  rules  and  institutions  apply  as  they  
would   in  a  polyarchy  at   the  national   level.  All  workers  get  a  single  vote  and  collectively   they  decide  
how   the   profits   are   allocated   (e.g.   in   bonuses   for   the   still-­‐necessary   managerial   level,   or   wage  
increases  for  the  workers).  Dahl  is  more  silent  on  the  issue  of  who  should  own  the  firm,  although  he  
specifically  states  that  it  should  not  be  the  government.  He  predicted  that  a  system  such  as  this  would  
create   much   smaller   inequalities   in   economic   resources,   as   the   profits   would   likely   be   distributed  
more  equally.  Moreover,  it  would  provide  the  average  worker  an  incentive  to  get  actively  involved  in  
the  management   of   his  work,  which  would   enhance   his   skills   necessary   in   a   democratic   polyarchy.  
Inequalities  between  firms  will  remain,  so  that  this  system  retains  the  advantages  of  the  competitive  
nature  of  capitalism.65    
  
3.5.2  The  Biased  Focus  on  Business  
  
The  third  flaw  is  related  to  the  argument  of  Dahl  where  he  claims  that  the  internal  structure  of  large  
corporations   is   the   reason   for   the   special   position   of   business   in   polyarchies.   The   self-­‐governing  
structure   that   he   proposed   would   lead   to   a   more   equal   distribution   of   economic   and   political  
resources.  The  fact  that  he  only  focused  on  large  corporations  seems  biased  to  me.  If  we  feel  that  it  is  
necessary   to   change   the   structure   of   an   important   societal   actor   in   which   the   citizens   unite  
themselves  to  enhance  political  equality,  why  only  focus  on  corporations?  For  consistency,  we  should  
then  also  plead  that  a  number  of  other   important   institutions  should  be  reformed.66  One  that  has  a  
distinct   influence   on   political   equality   in   Dahl’s   USA   is   the   Catholic   Church,   due   to   their   restrictive  
gender  policies.   If   corporations   are   in   an   advantaged  position   to   influence  policymaking   and  hence  
should  be  internally  democratized,  why  should  we  not  try  to  democratize  religious  institutions?    
  
One   may   object   to   my   previous   discussion   of   this   flaw   in   Dahl’s   theory   by   stating   that   Dahl  
acknowledged   that   business   is   more   powerful   than   the   competing   institutions   (including   religious  
ones).   However,   I   would   argue   that   Dahl   reached   this   conclusion   solely   on   the   internal   structure  
argument  outlined  above.  While  his  coauthor  Charles  Lindblom  acknowledged  that  they  are  not  just  
                                                                                                                          
63  Robert  Dahl  (1985).  A  Preface  to  Economic  Democracy.  Berkeley,  CA:  University  of  California  Press.  Pages  84-­‐88.  
64  It  is  beyond  the  scope  of  this  paper  to  go  any  deeper  into  this  proposal  than  the  short  discussion  here.  This  paragraph  just  
serves  to  show  that  political  and  economic  equality  is  greatly  enhanced  with  a  system  that  gives  workers  more  decision-­‐
making  power.    
65  Dahl  (1985)  Pages  91,  101-­‐107.  
66  David  Vogel  (1987).  Political  Science  and  the  Study  of  Corporate  Power:  A  Dissent  from  the  New  Conventional  Wisdom.  
British  Journal  of  Political  Science,  17  (4),  page  389.  
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more  powerful  but  also  privileged,  due  to  the  significant  effect  their  behaviour  has  on  society,  Dahl  
never   made   such   claims.67  Moreover,   business   is   only   involved   in   part   of   the   issue   areas   of   any  
government  (public  education  in  New  Haven  and  the  nation-­‐wide  abortion  debate  are  cases  in  point).  
Moreover,  it  is  far  from  clear  that  business  interests  form  a  coherent  group.68  On  trade  issues,  such  as  
the  recent  free  trade  agreement  talks  between  the  United  States  and  the  European  Union,  different  
segments   of   the   business   society   oppose   each   other,   leading   to   a   plurality   of   interests   (some  
segments  of  the  agricultural  market  are  said  to  gain  from  opening  up  their  markets,  whereas  others  
may  lose).  
  
3.6  Conclusion  
  
This  section  dealt  with  polyarchial  theory,  or  pluralist  democratic  theory  over  the  last  50  years.  After  a  
short   discussion   of   a   number   of   conditions   that   characterize   a   polyarchy   and   several   social  
preconditions   that   are   conducive   for   a   polyarchy   to   be   sustained,   I   concluded   that   contemporary  
levels  social  and  economic  inequality  are  not  automatically  incompatible  with  Dahl’s  theory.  That  is  to  
say,  Dahl  did  not  argue  that  economic  inequality  would  make  it  impossible  for  a  political  system  to  be  
polyarchial  as  he  proved  in  his  empirical  study  of  New  Haven  in  the  1950s.    
  
This  claim  was  based  on  the  assumption  of  Dahl  that  political  resources  were  widely  spread,  and  that  
everyone   could   access   at   least   some   resources   to   use   to   influence   politicians.  Moreover,   no   single  
political   resource   (of   which   de   distribution   may   very   well   be   unequal)   was   powerful   enough   to  
triumph  over  all  others,  as  he   laid  down  with  several  examples.  While   I  do  not  necessarily  disagree  
with   this   line   of   reasoning,   there   are   some   issues   that   Dahl   overlooked   in   his   analysis   of   wealth  
inequality.   In   a   perfect  world,   his   six   characteristics   of   dispersed/noncumulative   political   resources  
holds  firm  ground.  However,  distrust,  disillusionment,  disenfranchisement,  and  disempowerment  are  
several  side  effects  of  economic  inequality  that  Dahl  overlooked.  I  argue  that  these  are  very  important  
to  properly  analyse  the  relationship  between  economic  inequality  and  political  equality,  as  they  may  
have  detrimental  effects  on  the  latter.    
  
Naturally,  his  claims   led   to  a   large  volume  of  criticism  as  well  as  appraisal.  What   I   focused  on  were  
two   critiques   in  more   detail;   the  multiple-­‐elites   theory   and   the   logic   of   collective   action   problem.  
These   led  Dahl   to   claim   that  business   interests  have  a   special  position   in   the  political   arena,  where  
they  tend  to  be  more  powerful  than  any  other  competing  interest.  His  solution  to  this  problem  was  to  
democratize   economic   enterprises.   He   argued   that   autonomous/independent   organizations   are  
necessary  for  pluralism,  so  that  this  problem  had  to  be  addressed  within  a  capitalist  system.  I  followed  
Dahl  in  his  claim  that  business  is  sometimes  more  powerful  than  other  groups,  but  would  argue  that  
this  is  also  the  case  for  other  groups,  depending  on  the  issue.  Moreover,  business  is  not  necessarily  in  
all  cases  a  group  with  uniform  preferences.  Therefore,  I  do  not  see  the  merits  in  his  sole  insistence  on  
the  decentralization  of  control  over  economic  enterprises   in  order  to  secure  political  equality.   If  we  
really  wish  to  address  the  issue  where  citizens  are  subject  to  hierarchical  structures  over  which  they  
cannot   exert   influence,   we   ought   to   tackle   this   issue   from   a   broader   perspective.   Indeed,   also  
religious  and  educational  entities  should  then  be  restructured.      
                                                                                                                          
67  Ibid.  Page  388.  
68  Ibid.  Page  408.    
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4  The  Road  Forward  
  
The  Task  Force  on  Inequality  and  American  Democracy  laid  down  several  future  directions  for  further  
research.69  Above   all   that  was   the   requirement   of   political   science   research   to   become   relevant   in  
broader  social  discussions  again.   I   feel   it   is   therefore  worthwhile   to  bring   this   theoretical  discussion  
back  to  reality  and  investigate  the  effect  of   inequality  on  American  democracy.   In  his  2006  book  On  
Political   Equality,   Dahl   provided   two  main   future   directions   that   the   political   system   in   the   United  
States   could   take.70  I  would   therefore  argue   it   is  worthwhile   to   look  at   some   reforms  he  proposed.  
Indeed,   it   has  been  almost   a  decade   since  he  wrote   the  book,   so  an  update  may  be  appropriate.71  
What   I   intend   to  do  here   is   first  briefly  expand  on  his  negative  outlook.  Then,   I  will   look  at  how  he  
develops   his   positive   prediction.   This   contains   seven   reforms   that   are   necessary   to   enhance   both  
political   equality   and   the   democratic   foundations   of   American   society.   I   will   provide   an   in-­‐depth  
analysis  of  each  of  these  seven  issues  and  see  how  they  have  fared  over  the  last  decade(s).    
  
4.1  More  Political  Inequality  Ahead?  
  
Dahl’s  provides  two  observations  as  to  why  political  inequality  may  be  on  the  rise  in  the  United  States  
in  the  early  2000s.  He  cites  the  research  conducted  by  political  scientist  Larry  Bartels,  who  finds  that  
senators   in   the   101st,   102nd   and   103rd   United   States   Congress   are   much   more   responsive   to   the  
opinions  of  their  richer  constituents.  He  finds  that  this  is  the  case  for  a  wide  range  of  issues,  as  well  as  
the  senators’  overall  voting  ideology,  and  this  applies  to  both  Democrat  and  Republican  senators.72    
  
A  second  reason  why  political  inequality  may  be  on  the  rise  is  that  many  Americans  lose  faith  in  the  
belief  that  they  can  actually  change  something   in  the  political  arena.  The  perceived  gains  of  putting  
their  political  resources  to  good  use  are  either  very  low  or  virtually  nonexistent.  Instead,  they  rather  
spend  their   time  and  effort   to  keep  up  with  the  Joneses  and  be  a  good  consumer,  as  opposed  to  a  
good  citizen.73  This  indirect  result  of  the  market  economy  will  only  enhance  political  inequality,  and  a  
large  change  in  ideology  is  required  to  overturn  this  tendency.    
  
4.2  The  Road  to  Less  Political  Inequality  
  
Dahl  rightly  starts  from  the  outset  with  a  word  of  caution.  Predictions  into  the  future  are  very  difficult,  
but  there  is  no  reason  to  be  pessimistic.  Nobody  who  attended  the  Treaty  of  Westphalia   in  1648  or  
the   Concert   of   Europe   in   1815  would   have   been   able   to   predict   the   level   of   political   equality   that  
many  citizens  of  many  nation-­‐states  across  the  world  now  enjoy.  Before  I  start  with  the  analysis  of  his  
seven  reform  suggestions,  he  concludes  with  the  claim  that  these  are  just  mere  means  to  achieve  a  
more  equal  distribution  of  political  resources.  Whether  the  citizens  of  the  United  States  also  have  the  
will   to   change   their   political   system   remains   to   be   seen.74  Table   1   shows   the   types   of   reform   he  
                                                                                                                          
69  Task  Force  on  Inequality  and  American  Democracy  (2005).    
70  Robert  Dahl  (2006).  Chapters  6-­‐7.  
71  Robert  Dahl  passed  away  at  the  age  of  98  in  February  2014.  On  Political  Equality  was  therefore  his  last  book.    
72  Larry  Bartels  (2008).  Unequal  Democracy:  The  Political  Economy  of  the  New  Guilded  Age.  Princeton:  Princeton  University  
Press.  Chapter  9.    
73  Dahl  (2006).  Pages  87-­‐90.    
74  Ibid.  Page  98-­‐105.    
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suggests  and  my  conclusion  of  whether  the  last  decade(s)  have  displayed  a  positive  or  negative  trend  
towards  achieving  these  goals.  The  reforms  that  are  classified  as  indirect  are  supposed  to  work  to  the  
benefit  of  political  equality  through  reducing  economic  and  social   inequality.  These  are  only  indirect  
effects;  hence  their  true  influence  on  political  equality  remains  blurry.      
  
Table  1  -­‐  Reforms  to  Increase  Political  Equality  in  the  United  States  
Direct  or  Indirect  Effect   Type  of  Reform   Trend  Positive  /  Negative  
Direct   Campaign  finance  reform   Negative  
   Electoral  reform   Negative  
   Redistricting  reform   Neutral    
Indirect   Universal  health  care  coverage   Positive  
   Enhance  saving  among  the  poor   Negative  
   Raise  minimum  wage   Positive  
   Make  higher  education  more  accessible   Neutral  
Source:  Robert  Dahl  (2006),  Table  7.1  on  pages  100-­‐103.  
  
4.2.1  Reforms  with  Direct  Effect  on  Political  Equality  
  
Dahl  mentions  three  reforms  that  have  a  direct  effect  on  political  equality.  All  of  them  deal  with  the  
electoral  procedures,  and  as  we  have  seen  in  chapter  2,  these  are  the  backbone  of  the  justification  of  
democracy.  The  link  between  these  three  and  economic  inequality  is  not  difficult  to  identify,  although  
Dahl  actually  approached  each  of  these  as  a  separate  movement  independent  from  wealth  inequality.    
  
Campaign  Finance  Reform  
  
Since  1975,  the  United  States  Federal  Election  Commission  (FEC)  is  an  independent  regulatory  agency  
that  is  supposed  to  oversee  and  regulate  campaign  finance  laws.  Obviously,  the  way  political  parties  
and   electoral   candidates   raise   money   should   be   subject   to   an   effective   and   efficient   oversight  
mechanism,   as  money   is   one  of   the   economic   resources   that   can   easily   be   converted   into   political  
resources.  Therefore,  too  much  inequality  in  economic  resources  will  lead  to  excessive  power  for  the  
wealthy.  Dahl  proposed  to  put  in  place  further  donation  limits  of  individuals  and  corporations.75    
  
The   US   Presidential   Elections   of   2008   would   lead   to   the   largest   and   most   significant   changes   to  
federal   campaign   finance   legislation   in   a   very   long   time.   In   an   attempt   to  discredit  Hillary  Clinton’s  
presidential  primary  race,  a  lobby  group  (Citizens  United)  wanted  to  air  a  film  that  would  constitute  a  
clear  violation  of  the  campaign  finance  laws.  Although  Citizens  United  claimed  that  its  film  was  based  
on  facts  and  was  not  intended  to  influence  the  voters’  behaviour  directly,  the  US  District  Court  for  the  
District   of   Columbia   ruled   differently.76  This   case   was   then   referred   to   the   Supreme   Court,   which  
resulted  in  a  5-­‐4  decision  in  favour  of  the  appellant/  Citizens  United.77    
  
                                                                                                                          
75  Ibid.  Page  100.  
76  Citizens  United  v.  Federal  Election  Commission,  07-­‐2240  (US  District  Court  for  the  District  of  Columbia  on  February  11th,  
2008).  Accessible  at:  http://www.fec.gov/law/litigation/cu_fec_mot_dismiss.pdf    
77  Citizens  United  v.  Federal  Election  Commission,  08-­‐205  (Supreme  Court  of  the  United  States  on  January  21,  2010).  
Accessible  at:  http://www.supremecourt.gov/opinions/09pdf/08-­‐205.pdf    
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What   I   can   conclude   from   this   is   that   the   Supreme  Court   actually  went   in   the   completely  opposite  
direction   from  what  Dahl  advocated  was  necessary   to  achieve  a  more  equal  distribution  of  political  
resources.  Even   if  we  cannot  be  sure  about  which  party  benefits  most   from  this  SCOTUS  decision,   I  
am  inclined  to  believe  that  the  Republicans  have  the  upper  hand  in  this.  Regardless,  if  corporations  or  
wealthy   individuals   can   spend   unlimited   amounts   on   campaigns   (albeit   indirectly),   increased  
economic   inequality   will  make   the   achievement   of   a  more   equal   distribution   of   political   resources  
much  more  difficult  to  achieve.    
  
Electoral  Reform  
  
Dahl’s   second   suggestion   is   the   electoral   system   itself.   As   a   Dutchman,   I   do   not   understand   the  
democratic  merits  of  a  first-­‐past-­‐the-­‐pole  system  (as  in  the  UK,  or  as  in  the  Electoral  College  in  the  US)  
as  opposed  to  a  proportional  system.  People  may  become  disenfranchised  if  they  live  in  a  ‘safe-­‐seat’  
district,  thus  directly  reducing  the  political  equality  principle.  However,  Dahl  (as  American),  aimed  at  
something  different.  He  suggested   that  a  new,  nonpartisan  body  had   to  be  created   to  monitor  and  
advice  states  and  local  governments  to  copy  the  electoral  best  practices  in  the  nation.78    
  
For  an  empirical  analysis  of   this  reform  suggestion,   I  want  to   focus  on  the  Voter   ID   laws  of  election  
systems   in   the   US.   In   2000,   only   14   states   required   identification   of   voters   through   a   proof   of  
identification   of   some   sort.   By   2015,   this   number   has   increased   to   32   (with   2   more   states   in   the  
implementation  stage).79  In  exactly  half  these  states,  voters  are  required  to  show  a  photo-­‐ID,  such  as  
a   driver’s   license   or   a   state-­‐issued   ID   card   or   passport.   In   the   other   half,   a   bank   statement   or  
something  similar  is  sufficient.  However,  many  American  people  at  the  lower  economic  classes  do  not  
renew  their  driver’s  license  (when  they  can  no  longer  afford  a  car)  or  simply  lost  their  birth  certificate  
or  marriage  license  so  a  state-­‐issued  ID  card  is  beyond  their  reach.80    
  
The  one  thing  that  all  Americans  can  do  in  the  political  process  in  similar,  if  not  equal,  fashion  is  vote.  
However,  there  has  been  a  substantial  increase  in  voter  ID  laws  across  the  United  States.  Therefore,  
electoral  reform  is  actually  taking  a  wrong  turn  if  it  is  to  preserve  or  increase  political  equality  in  the  
US.  The  one  procedurally  egalitarian  aspect  of  democracy  is  now  threatened.    
  
Redistricting  Reform  
  
With   the  district   voting   scheme  very  much  at   the   centre  of  American  democracy,   the   geographical  
boundaries   of   the   district   are   an   obvious   issue   of   contestation   between   politicians.   Through  
redistricting,   or   gerrymandering,   the   incumbent   can   quickly   redraw   the   boundaries   of   his   or   her  
district  in  order  to  ensure  a  win  in  the  next  election.  This  can  be  seen  from  the  electoral  results  of  the  
2012   House   of   Representatives   elections,   where   the   Democrats   could   count   on   1.4   million   more  
voters  than  could  the  Republicans,  yet  they  lost  the  House  majority  by  234  to  201.81    Figure  1  explains  
                                                                                                                          
78  Dahl  (2006).  Page  100.    
79  See  the  webpage  of  the  National  Conference  of  State  Legislatures  on  Voter  ID  History.  Accessed  on  May  5th,  2015  at  
http://www.ncsl.org/research/elections-­‐and-­‐campaigns/voter-­‐id-­‐history.aspx    
80  For  a  discussion  of  this  topic,  see  http://edition.cnn.com/2011/10/15/opinion/brazile-­‐voter-­‐id/    
81  See  this  New  York  Times  article  for  more  examples  at  the  state  level.  In  general,  the  Democrats  get  fewer  seats  than  they  
would  under  a  proportional  system.  Accessible  here:  http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/03/opinion/sunday/the-­‐great-­‐
gerrymander-­‐of-­‐2012.html?pagewanted=all    
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this  procedure  in  an  extremely  simple  yet  complete  setting.  Dahl  argued  in  favour  of  an  independent,  
nonpartisan  commission  that  has  power  to  redraw  the  boundaries  of  the  districts  at  the  state  level.82      
  
Figure  1  -­‐  Gerrymandering  Explained  
  
Source:  Washington  Post  Wonkblog  (March  1,  2015)  adapted  from  Reddit  post  by  Stephen  Nass.83  
  
Redistricting   is   a   necessary   process   in   American   democracy.   In   order   to   ensure   that   every   state  
legislator,  or  House  Representative  represents  a  roughly  equal  number  of  citizens  within  each  state,  
population  dynamics  sometimes  require  changes  in  the  boundaries  of  each  district.  This  is  done  every  
ten   years,   after   the   US   Census   data   becomes   available.84  The   reason   why   I   classified   this   trend   as  
neutral  in  Table  1  is  that  there  are  at  this  moment  six  states  where  an  independent  commission  is  in  
charge   of   congressional   redistricting,  most   of   them   since   recently   (and   seven   states   only   have   one  
district). 85   Moreover,   the   Supreme   Court   has   very   recently   taken   an   active   approach   against  
gerrymandering.   In  March  2015,   it  ordered  a  revision  of   the  redistricting   legislation   in  Alabama  and  
North  Carolina  on  the  basis  of  reducing  the  influence  of  minorities  through  redistricting.86  Therefore,  
we  may  see  this  as  a  positive  turn  for  political  equality  in  the  near  future.    
  
4.2.2  Reforms  with  Indirect  Effect  on  Political  Equality  
  
The   last   four   reform   suggestions   are  not   directly   linked   to  political   equality,   but   they   are   indirectly  
needed   for   its  achievement.  These  are  examples  of   the  economic  minimum  requirement  of   section  
2.1.1,  and  are  therefore  directly  linked  to  the  number  of  economically  disadvantaged.    
  
                                                                                                                          
82  Dahl  (2006).  Page  101.  
83  This  is  the  Best  Explanation  of  Gerrymandering  You  Will  Ever  See.  See    
http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/wonkblog/wp/2015/03/01/this-­‐is-­‐the-­‐best-­‐explanation-­‐of-­‐gerrymandering-­‐you-­‐will-­‐
ever-­‐see/    
84  Procedures  based  on  http://www.ncsl.org/research/redistricting.aspx    
85  Based  on  information  at  http://ballotpedia.org/State-­‐by-­‐state_redistricting_procedures    
86  See  http://www.wsj.com/articles/supreme-­‐court-­‐revives-­‐challenge-­‐to-­‐north-­‐carolina-­‐redistricting-­‐1429541094    
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Universal  Health  Care  Coverage  
  
The   first   of   the   reforms   that  would   indirectly   bring   about   political   equality   is   universal   health   care  
coverage.  Dahl  was  way  ahead  of  his  time  in  his  call  for  a  universal  health  care  coverage.  He  saw  that  
the   old   health   care   system   in   the   US   led   to   unequal   outcomes   regarding   health   and  well-­‐being.87.  
Obama’s  legacy  may  consist  mainly  of  the  Affordable  Care  Act  (or  ObamaCare  in  common  parlance).  
While  ObamaCare  does  not  provide  health  care  as  such,  this  package  of  legislation  comes  closest  to  
the  European  type  of  health  care  that  the  US  has  ever  accepted.  A  thorough  discussion  of  these  plans  
is  beyond  the  scope  of  this  paper,  but   I  conclude  that  ObamaCare   is  a  step   in  the  right  direction  to  
achieve  a  larger  degree  of  political  equality.    
  
Saving  Among  the  Poor  
  
Secondly,  for  citizens  to  fully  participate  in  political  society,  an  economic  minimum  is  necessary.  Many  
citizens  in  the  lower  class  of  the  American  society  are  not  able  to  fully  save  for  their  retirement,  so  it  
is   unclear   that   they   are   able   to   meet   this   minimum   once   they   turn   65.   Therefore,   Dahl   suggests  
government   policies   that   would   for   example   match   the   savings   of   the   very   poor   in   savings  
arrangements.  Every  dollar  saved  by  those  at  the  very  bottom  will  then  for  example  be  matched  with  
one  dollar   from  the  government,  whereas  those  at  the  25%  mark  of  the   income  distribution  will  be  
matched  with  a  lower  percentage  of  their  outlay.88  Until  such  policies  are  implemented,  I  will  have  to  
classify  this  reform  as  a  negative  trend.  
  
Raise  Minimum  Wage  
  
This  category  is  actually  broader  than  the  title  displays.  Dahl  also  proposed  an  increase  in  the  Earned  
Income  Tax  Credit  and  an  expansion  of  the  childcare  subsidies.  All  of  this  should  then  lead  to  a  higher  
and  stable   income  for   those  with  minimum-­‐wage   jobs.89  Minimum  wages  have  been   lagging  behind  
the  increase  in  productivity  of  the  last  thirty  years,  where  OECD  data  shows  that  the  average  wage  in  
the  United  States   is  almost  4  times  higher  than  the  minimum  wage.  This   is  the  largest  gap  between  
average  and  minimum  wages  in  the  OECD.90  Things  are  about  to  change,  however.  In  the  2014  State  
of  the  Union,  President  Obama  called  for  an   increase   in  the  minimum  wage  to  $10.10  (up  from  the  
current   federal  minimum  wage  of  $7.25).  Ever  since  then,  29  state   legislators,  cities  such  as  Seattle  
and  Washington  as  well  as  private   firms  such  as  Wal-­‐Mart  have  unilaterally  decided  to   increase  the  
minimum   wage   it   pays   to   its   employees.91  These   are   positive   trends   that   may   reduce   economic  
inequality  and  enhance  political  equality.      
  
Accessibility  of  Higher  Education  
  
Dahl  advocated  reform  to  make  higher  education  more  accessible  for  middle-­‐class  Americans.  More  
highly  educated  citizens  would  raise  the  political  debate  and  increase  political  equality.  He  proposed  
                                                                                                                          
87  Dahl  (2006).  Page  101.    
88  Ibid.  Page  102.  
89  Ibid.  Page  103.  
90  Both  for  the  mean  and  median  wage,  the  United  States  is  last  (a  place  shared  with  Mexico  on  both  counts).  See  
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91  For  both  a  discussion  of  Wal-­‐Mart  and  Seattle,  see  http://www.theguardian.com/business/2015/feb/28/walmart-­‐wage-­‐
increase-­‐staff-­‐pressure-­‐rivals    
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tax   credit   or   reductions   for   those   families   below   a   certain   threshold.92  A   New   York   Times   article  
concludes   that  over   the   last   decade,   the   costs   for   the   average   student   to   attend  a   college  has  not  
increased.  While  we  may  have   seen  higher   tuition   fees,   this  has  been  matched  with  an   increase  of  
grants  and  discounts,  as  well  as  the  tax  deductions  Dahl  advocated.  93    
  
The  problem  then  remains  that  college  education  may  be  too  costly  for  many  families  to  begin  with,  
despite  the  flat  line  in  real  higher  education  costs.  Increased  unaffordability  may  not  be  the  issue  that  
troubles  the  access  to  higher  education  (although  the  public  opinion  sometimes  makes  us  believe  the  
opposite).   Rather,   it   may   be   class   or   ethnicity/race   barriers   that   prevent   higher   education   from  
playing  an  equalizing  role  regarding  political  equality.  I  will  therefore  classify  this  trend  as  neutral,  as  
nothing  really  has  changed  over  the  last  decade,  neither  for  the  better  nor  for  the  worse.    
  
4.3  Conclusion    
  
This   intention   of   this   chapter   was   to   shed   light   on   the   future   feasibility   of   Dahl’s   concept   of   a  
polyarchy  in  contemporary  developed  political  systems.  The  effects  of  economic  and  social  inequality  
may  be  so  strong  and  negative  that  we  have  to   let  go  of  the  concept  of  polyarchy.   I  have  discussed  
seven   of   the   reforms   that   Dahl   argued   are   necessary   for   developed   democratic   nation-­‐states   to  
remain   a   system   that   is   characterized   by   political   equality,   in   light   of   contemporary   unequal  
distribution  of  resources.  The  bold  conclusion  is  that  things  do  not  look  positive  for  American  society.    
  
The  three  reforms  that  are  directly  linked  to  political  equality  are  campaign  finance  reform,  electoral  
reform  and  redistricting  reform.  The  effects  of  the  SCOTUS  ruling  in  the  case  of  Citizens  United  v.  FEC,  
as  well  as  the  introduction  of  Voter  ID  laws  in  many  states  makes  is  increasingly  hard  for  those  at  the  
bottom  of  the  income  distribution  to  see  themselves  as  equals.  In  the  former  example,  corporations  
are   now   allowed   to   spend   as   much   money   as   they   desire   on   political   campaigns   (albeit   only  
indirectly).  Hence,  we  may  see  a  change  from  a  one-­‐man-­‐one-­‐vote  system  to  one  of  one-­‐dollar-­‐one-­‐
vote.   Secondly,   many   people   do   not   have   the   means   to   get   a   photo   ID,   or   run   into   all   other  
bureaucratic   issues.   Hence,   the   only   formal   and   obvious   characteristic   of   political   equality   (voting)  
may  be  under  threat.  The  third  issue,  gerrymandering,  seems  a  lesser  threat  at  this  moment.    
  
I   then  moved  on   to   four   reforms   that   are  only   indirectly   related   to  political   equality.   Rather,   these  
focus  on  restoring  social  and  economic  equality.  Whereas  ObamaCare  and  the  rising  minimum  wages  
are   a   step   in   the   right   direction,   widespread   education   remains   an   issue   (especially   a   racial   one).  
Moreover,   the   low   savings   rate   of   the   bottom   90%   remains   an   issue   in   an   aging   population.   Even  
these   two  positive   trends  may  not   save   the  day   for  political   equality   in   the  United  States.   In   short,  
increasing   inequality   in   the  economic  and  social  domains   is  a   threat   to  political  equality.  Unless   the  
United   States   citizens   take   proper   action,   political   equality   (and   with   it   the   democratic   nature   of  
politics)  may  be  seem  like  an  ideal  that  is  no  longer  grounded  in  reality.    
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5  Conclusion  
  
This  thesis  dealt  with  an  issue  that  the  American  Political  Science  Association  Task  Force  on  Inequality  
and   American   Democracy   deemed   very   relevant   to   discuss.   I   followed   the   democratic   legacy   of  
Robert   Dahl   to   investigate   one   of   the   questions   that   they   posed;   what   is   the   effect   of   economic  
inequality   on   American   democracy.   Robert   Dahl   focused   most   of   his   academic   career   on   the  
development  of  theoretical  and  empirical  insights  regarding  the  political  system  that  governs  most  of  
the   western   world.   As   he   developed   his   theories   over   the   decades,   I   was   able   to   investigate   this  
relationship   between   social   and   economic   inequality   and   the   political   system   that   he   dubbed  
‘polyarchy’.  This  polyarchy  comes  closest  to  the  ideal  democratic  state,  as  the  latter  is  never  feasible  
to  achieve  in  reality.    
  
I  ended  the  introduction  with  the  claim  that  the  intention  of  this  paper  was  to  argue  that  social  and  
economic   inequality   have   reached   levels   that   render   it   impossible   to   match   with   Dahl’s   pluralist  
democratic  theory.  The  main  proposition  of  Dahl’s  theory  is  that  although  individual  types  of  political  
resources  may  be  distributed  unequally,  virtually  all  citizens  have  access  to  political   influence  in  one  
way  or  another.   I  do  not  oppose  this  claim  as  such.  Anyone  willing  to   invest  time  and  energy   in  the  
political  stratum  can,  I  strongly  believe,  gather  support  from  other  citizens,  as  it  is  not  some  exclusive  
domain  of  the  rich.  This  can  take  the  form  of  money,  but  also  popular  support  from  peers  and  legality.  
Where   I   think  his   theory   falls   short  are   the  side  effects  of  economic   inequality  on  political  equality.  
These   include   disillusion,   disenfranchisement   and   disempowerment.   Indeed,   increased   economic  
inequality  may  threaten  the  desirable  notion  of  political  equality  in  subtle,  yet  destructive  manners  if  
it   is   able   to   alienate   large   segments   of   society.   If   it   is   predominantly   those   at   the   bottom   of   the  
income  distribution  who  become  detached  from  the  political  arena,  we  have  a  problem.    
  
Another  threat  to  the  proper  functioning  of  contemporary  political  systems  is  the  role  of  business  in  
pushing   the   political   debate   in   such   a   way   that   favours   them,   and   only   them.   This   would   then  
constitute  a  clear  threat  to  the  notion  of  political  equality,  as  business  interests  are  more  often  in  line  
with   the   upper   class   preferences.   It   is   here   that   I   identify   a   second   shortcoming   in   Dahl’s   theory.  
Dahl’s  focus  on  the  internal  structure  of  business  as  a  remedy  seems  to  me  as  insufficient.  If  we  are  
serious  about  democratizing  autonomous  organizations,  we  should  not  solely  focus  on  enterprises.    
  
In   an   attempt   to   link   this   discussion   to   real   world   politics,   I   used   the   last   chapter   to   discuss  what  
reforms   are   necessary   (though   not   sufficient)   to   restore   the   fundamentals   of   pluralist   democratic  
theory   as   developed   by   Dahl.   The   outlook   does   not   bright,   as   there   are   a   numerous   factors   that  
sustain  and  increase  inequalities  among  citizens.  However,  if  the  Americans  decide  to  pursue  rigorous  
reforms   in  campaign  finance   legislation,  electoral  system  reform  and  redistricting  practices,  political  
equality  may  be  restored.  Moreover,   the  guarantee  of  an  economic  minimum  (through  for   instance  
higher  saving  rates  for  retirement,  universal  healthcare  and  higher  minimum  wages)  will  also  enhance  
the  political  equality  among  different  segments  of  society.  All  we  require  now  is  the  political  will.  
  
In  the  end,  I  simply  hope  to  have  assisted  Dahl   in  making  the  relationship  between  political  equality  
and   democracy   slightly  more  well   understood.   It   remains   an   important   debate   even   today,   indeed  
one  that  has  outlived  Robert  Dahl  himself.  
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